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ABSTRACT

Teaching Writing:

An Interactionist Approach to Abbreviated

and Idiosyncratic Language in the Writing
of Secondary School Students
(May 1979)

James L. Collins, B.A., University of Massachusetts,
M.A.T., University of Massachusetts, Ed.D., University
of Massachusetts

Directed by:

Professor Earl Seidman

The purpose of this inquiry is to challenge conventional answers
to
this question:

Why is so much of the writing of secondary school stu-

dents abbreviated and idiosyncratic?”

That objective is accomplished

by contrasting a conventional understanding of inexplicit and subjective student writing with an interactionist understanding.

The inter-

actionist approach is constructed by synthesizing key concepts from
language study, especially semantics, psycholinguistics, and sociolinguistics.

The writing of urban secondary school students is used

to exemplify the meaning of those concepts.

The inquiry characterizes a dominant perspective on writing and its

teaching as assuming that communication is the primary function of
writing.

That perspective addresses the problem of abbreviated and

idiosyncratic x^riting by emphasizing norms governing the presentation
of logic and language in xvriting.

Foremost among those are norms re-

lated to the avoidance of error and to meeting the informational needs
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and orthographic, syntactic, and
semantic expectations of readers.

That perspective, it is argued, favors
social, transpersonal, and objective meaning in writing and in
classroom language.

From the interactionist perspective,
abbreviated and idiosyncratic
student writing is causally related to the
formation of meaning in

writing and to teacher dominance of patterns of
classroom language
interaction.

The cognitive dynamics involved in writing are
based in

the symbolic and linguistic operations of comparison,

the familiar, and condensation,

bols and words.

the primacy of

the reduction of reality through sym-

The formation of meaning in writing requires inter-

action between personal and social levels of word meaning.

Inexperi-

enced writers show a bias toward personal meaning because of a necessary dependence on the phonetic system of speech and on the syntactic
and semantic forms of spoken language and verbal thought.

The inquiry uses a distinction between the autonomy of the writer and
the autonomy of the teacher to argue that abbreviation and idiosyncrasy

may be reinforced by conventional strategies for teaching writing.
Those strategies show a dichotomy between subjective and objective

tendencies in writing and a dominance of social and objective meaning,

inspired and most often formed by teachers, in oral and written classroom language.

That dominance results from teacher expectations for

language that accompany advanced literacy and from the role of the

teacher as agent of socialization in the school.

By emphasizing con-

ventions of language and logic and by doing most of the talking in

vii

classrooms, teachers might prevent
students from identifying, structuring, and explicitly writing what
is really on their minds.
)

The inquiry concludes that teachers must
understand the role of lan-

guage in the psychological dynamics involved
in writing, in the social

dynamics involved in the composition classroom,
and in the interaction

between those.

The pattern of teacher dominance in the teaching of

writing can and should be replaced by collaboration between
teachers
and student writers.

Spoken and written language interact in the

inexperienced writer's production of writing, and speech and writing
should therefore Interact in the composition classroom.

That inter-

action of talk and writing must preserve the student's personal level
of meaning, related to the student's own perception, experience,

thought, and feeling.

That interaction must also preserve the autonomy

of the writer.
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CHAPTER
TEACHING WRITING:

I

A PROBLEM AND TWO APPROACHES

The Purpose of the Inquiry

The purpose of this dissertation is to
challenge conventional an-

swers to this question:

"Why is much of the writing of secondary

school students abbreviated and idiosyncratic?"

Written language lacks

two key contextual supports available in spoken
language.

Writing is

produced in the relative absence of situational referents
that aid in
the understanding and verification of speech (Smith,
1977), and in the

absence of an interlocutor (Vygotsky, 1934/1962).

Written language

thus must be relatively more explicit, less dependent on perceptible

situational referents, than spoken language.

Similarly, written lan-

guage must be relatively more objective, less dependent on subjective

verbal and logical clues to meaning, than spoken language.
though,

Very often,

the writing of secondary school students does not contain ade-

quately explicit and objective language.

That problem of abbreviated

and idiosyncratic, relatively inexplicit and subjective, student writing is usually treated as a communication problem.

A dominant perspective for examining problems in writing and the

teaching of writing assumes that the primary function of writing is
the communication of meaning.

Writing is seen as an operation of mak-

ing ideas clear to the reader by expressing ideas in written language

1

2

that will convey the meaning intended
by the writer.

That understand-

ing of writing emphasizes expression
more than ideation and the commun-

ication of meaning to the reader more than
the formation of meaning by
the writer.

Approaches to the teaching of writing built on
that under-

standing emphasize one or both of two key
principles.

The first is

that communicative writing obeys fixed
conventions of logic and of

written language, and the second

is

that communicative writing meets

the informational needs of readers.

This dissertation contrasts that conventional perspective
with

another which holds that the formation of meaning in writing and
the

communication of meaning through writing are interactive.

Formation

and communication are interpenetrating and interdependent aspects of

written word meaning.

The distinction between formation and commun-

ication is used in this dissertation to analyze student writing in
terms of its communicative effectiveness and to explicate a theoretical

understanding of the interaction of psychological and social aspects of

written language.

That distinction, while important for the purpose

of analysis, and necessary because investigations into written compo-

sition often either neglect the formation of meaning entirely or treat
the formation of meaning as somehow separated from the transfer of

meaning from writer to reader, is finally artificial.

Formation and

communication are inseparable.
The formation of meaning with words as the instrument and the in-

teraction between the psychological operation of forming meaning and
the social operation of communicating meaning are related to the
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problem

of abbreviated and idiosyncratic
student writing.

Behind

that assumption are two more fundamental
assumptions (after Vygotsky,

1934/1962).

First, it is assumed that thought, which is
part of the

formation of meaning, forms an indissoluble
unity with written words
used to communicate meaning.

Secondly, it is assumed that meaning,

which is common to both formation and communication,

is

what creates

that unity by tying thought and written words together.

Those assumptions break with conventional views of writing
that
assume that the production of writing can be divided into discrete,
even if overlapping, elements.

Emig (1971), for example, begins her

study of the writing process by assuming that "certain elements in a

certain order characterize the evolution of all student writing, or
even most student writing in a given mode.

assumes a different point of view,

.

."

(p.

1).

This inquiry

(again, after Vygotsky, 1934/1962)

that the analysis of the writing process need not be accomplished in

terms of a sequence involving the ordering of distinct elements, but

instead can be approached in terms of the basic unit of the interaction of thought and written communication.
as identified by Vygotsky,

That unit of interaction,

is word meaning.

Abbreviated and Idiosyncratic Student Writing

By identifying abbreviation and idiosyncrasy as key characteristics
of much of the writing of secondary school students, this inquiry frees
the description of that writing from a conventional bias.

As indicated

.
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above, that bias Is In the direction
of viewing writing that appears

Incomplete and cryptic to readers as
writing that falls to communicate.
Such writing Is typically described
as unsuccessful. Incoherent,
unclear, imprecise, or ineffective.

Those labels are ways of Indicating

that student writing often does not
display the characteristics of

communicatively successful writing:

coherence, clarity, precision,

effectiveness
Those labels and the bias toward writing- as-conununication
which
they represent are probably traceable to the consequences
of literacy.

Goody and Watt (1977), for example, while rejecting the
notion that
there are qualitative differences between the intelligence of
peoples
in preliterate and literate societies, argue that "writing establishes
^

kind of relationship between the word and its referent, a

relationship that is more general and more abstract, and less closely

connected with the particularities of person, place, and time, than
obtains in oral communication"

(p.

466).

The invention of writing sys-

tems thus changes the prevailing conceptions of language and communica-

tion, and that change can be described as from the relatively subjective
to the relatively objective.

One of the consequences of literacy is

the assumption that linguistic meaning can exist apart from the sub-

jectivity of immediate contexts.

Olson (1977) investigates that as-

sumption and its opposite, that meaning is always tied to immediate
contexts, in terms of a distinction between utterance and text.

For

Olson, utterances are informal oral language statements and texts are

more explicit written language statements.

Olson argues "that there

is a transition from utterance to text both culturally and developmentally
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and that this transition can be
described as one of increasing explicitness, with language increasingly
able to stand as an unambiguous or

autonomous representation of meaning"

(p,

258 ).

Olson's argument concerning the transition
from utterance to text
is appropriate to describe the acquisition
and development of literacy

skills.

Reading and writing, that is, involve the development
of a

cognitive change in the way language is used to represent
meaning.
For infants, language supplements pointing and other
indicatory gestures, and meaning is therefore tied to definite immediate
contexts.

adults, language has become more context independent, and

meaning is represented in words and in patterns of words to a greater
degree than it is for preliterate children and adults.
That cognitive developmental change is gradual and evolutionary.
There is no point marking the onset of context independent language or

clearly indicating that meaning in terms of subjective linguistic reference has given way to meaning in terms of objective linguistic reference.

Nor is the change from subjective utterance to objective text

to be traced in linear terms only.

The evolution of context indepen-

dent uses of language shows constant interaction between subjective
and objective tendencies in the representation of meaning in words.

Still, it may be possible to identify a stage in the development
of literacy skills during which language is understood or produced in
a manner more appropriate to spoken utterance and subjective reference

than to written texts and explicit, objective reference.

It is in this

stage that student writers, regardless of age level, are likely to

.
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produce writing showing the characteristics
of abbreviation and Idlosyncrasy

Abbreviation refers to the characteristic
of incompleteness in
student writing.

In abbreviated writing words and
syntactic and seman-

tic connections between words seem to
point at, rather than represent

or refer to, the situation that generated the
writing.
is not

That situation

adequately represented or contained in the writing,
and conse-

quently the patterns of reference are incomplete.
ample,

The following ex-

the first draft of an opening paragraph from
an essay by a

tenth grade writer, illustrates that point:

.

One night me and my two friends went to the

1

store than we walked up to the store it was about

2

9

:

30

When we got to the pool we stay awhile

.

then we went inside the fence.
this boy in the water.

Then

I

3

pushed

4

Then he started chasing

me trying to throw me in the water.

I

5

started

6

screaming, but he didn't throw me in the water.

7

Then

8

I

started x^7alking around the pool then

seen one of my friends
in the water.

I

so I pushed her

9

Then her and this boy throw me in

10

then he threw

in.

She came in right

behind me.

11
12

The writer opens with an attempt to anchor her story in reality,
but that attempt fails.

Her first sentence does not clarify which

night, which friends, and which store.

Those words refer to a time.

7

to people,

and to a place outside of the story
itself, and thus the

sentence does not approach explicitly
represented meaning.
night,
ly,

f riends

the phrase

,

store are abbreviations for fuller meanings.

^

(lines

5

The words

Similar-

and 10) also points away from the

text; It is not possible to determine if the
same boy is meant in

those two references, or to which real person those
words refer.

The

writer has suggested meaning, but she also has left meaning
out of the
text.

The writing abbreviates meaning in that it stands
for, but does

not adequately represent, the experiential and
situational contexts

suggested in the writing.

Another example can be used to illustrate the characteristic of
student writing called idiosyncrasy.

This writer, again a tenth grade

student, appears at times to be using his own peculiar system of written symbols in this first draft:

I

was walking down James Street and

crowd,

saw a big

1

a guy house was on fire a boy was still

2

up there.

them.

way.

I

then fire trucks came it was three of

then every bodey was moving out of the
a latter truck had come for the boy.

they sent ladder to the second floor,

dimed

to get him.

then

a fire man

when the fire man whent

to get him he had past out.

got him and brought him down.

the fire man had
the fire was still

going the boy had had to got rushed to the

Hospital for smoke damages.

The fire was getting

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10
11

.

8

so badder you could not see
the street no more.

the fire man findely had put it
out.

had told me the boy sAf fared

2

12

The fire

]^3

degree burns.

After the fire people had whent home.

2^5

Like the previous example, meaning is
abbreviated in this paragraph.
(lines

Words point away from the text to the
actual event.
1

and

2)

Big crowd

and e^ery bodey (line 4), for example,
do not adequate-

ly represent the size and behavior of
the crowd at the scene, just as

the burning house and the victim of the fire
are not made clear in the

labels

^

house and a

(line 2).

The problem of abbreviation,

though, is compounded in this paragraph by peculiar
forms of language

and patterns of logic.

Spelling, capitalization, punctuation, verb

tense, and pronoun reference, at times, seem more invented than gov-

erned by standard rules.

The use of then in lines

3

and

5

establishes

a temporal sequence, but in line 4 then implicitly suggests a causal

relationship.

The word had seems to be used to represent both ongoing

action, as in lines 10, 13, and 15, and action completed in the past,
as in line 5.

The writer appears to be using his own, and therefore

idiosyncratic, methods of encoding events in written language.

In

idiosyncratic student writing, then, the system of recording meaning
in written language is the relatively subjective property of individual

writers
The problem of abbreviated and idiosyncratic student writing tra-

ditionally has been addressed as a communication problem.

Accordingly,

instruction in written composition attempts very often to deal with
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that problem by emphasizing norms
governing the presentation of logic
and language in writing.
Foremost among those norms are those
related
to the avoidance of error (Thomas,

1930; Shaughnessy, 1977; Collins.

1971, for example) and those related to
specificity and coherence in

student writing (Mullis, 1974; Osgood,
1972; Nichols. 1966; for example).
Those norms, furthermore, are entirely
appropriate for the measurement
of writing abilities by literate adults
(see National Assessment, 1975;

Massachusetts Department of Education, 1976, for examples).

Approaches

to the teaching of writing emphasizing those norms,
however, might be

inappropriate for beginning writers, because those approaches are
built
upon an understanding of writing that is a consequence, not a cause,
of literacy.

The ability to make writing meet the informational needs

and orthographic, syntactic, and semantic expectations of readers

emerges gradually as literacy is acquired and developed.

The Method of the Inquiry

Presently in the research literature concerned with written compo,

sition,

there is growing criticism of the theoretical base traditional-

ly used to understand writing and the teaching of writing.

for example,

Frank O'Hare,

reports that "since Aristotle, the search has been on for

an all-embracing theory of rhetoric or composition or plain writing"
(1973, p.
tile.

1),

and he adds that the search for metatheory has been fu-

Other writers identify the need for overcoming "the lack of a

coherent theoretical framework" (King, 1978, p. 193) to guide research
in written composition and the need for "systematically accumulating a
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body of knowledge to undergird"
(Tate. 1976.
ing composition.

p.

vii) practice in teach-

The implication in those works is
that the theoretical

base from which research in written
composition has operated is inade-

quate

.

Beside the criticism of the traditional
theoretical base for un-

derstanding written composition, there is a trend
in the research literature toward language study as a means to
identifying theoretical

propositions from which to derive direction in the
teaching of writing.
The NCTE Standing Committee on Teacher Preparation
and Certification
(1976) and Smith (1969) make language study a significant part
of the

training teachers of writing should receive.

Other researchers

(Moffett. 1968a; Britton. 1970.1975; Britton. Burgess. Martin.
McLeod
&

Rosen. 1975; Emig, 1971). including several of the essayists in
the

Tate Bibliography (Shaughnessy

.

1976; Winterowd. 1976; Kinneavy & Kline.

1976; Giannasi. 1976) cite aspects of language study as being crucial
to their work.

Several recent dissertations on writing (Wallace. 1972;

Lemke, 1972; Craig. 1971. for example) fit in with that trend toward

language study.

Following those leads in the written composition research literature.

this inquiry uses a method which places language study in the

service of understanding writing and the teaching of writing.

At the

outset of the inquiry, three areas of language study were identified
as especially important for that method:

semantics (language and mean-

ing). psycholinguistics (language and thought, language learning), and

sociolinguistics (language and social situation, language variation).
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The inquiry synthesizes key concepts
from those three areas and repeatedly uses the writing of urban
secondary school students to exemplify
the meaning of those concepts.
In that manner,

the inquiry constructs a theoretical
perspective

on writing and the teaching of writing
which holds that the formation
of meaning in writing and the communication
of meaning through writing

are interactive.

That perspective is called interactionist

Elsasser and John-Steiner (1977)

,

,

after

and is repeatedly contrasted with

the perspective that holds that the formation of
meaning and the com-

munication of meaning are disparate or disconnected elements in
ially arranged writing process.

a ser-

The interactionist perspective then

becomes the basis for determining why student writing is frequently

characterized by abbreviation and idiosyncrasy.

Similarly, the contrast

between interactionist and conventional perspectives becomes the basis
for challenging conventional explanations for those characteristics.

Finally, implications for the teaching of writing are derived.

Implicit in the results of the inquiry are two significant guidelines
for teaching writing.

"

The first is that teachers need to be more

aware of the formative function of language, and the second is that

student writers can benefit from instruction that assists in the for-

mation of meaning in writing.

In the final chapter of this dissertation,

those implications are explored in terms of strategies for the teaching
of writing that add an interactionist concern for the formation of mean-

ing in written language to the conventional concern for the communication of meaning through writing.

.
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Teaching Writing

;

An Interactionlst Approach

In their final chapter in Vygotsky's
Mind in Society (1978),

Michael Cole, Vera John-Steiner

,

Sylvia Scribner, and Ellen Souberman

write that "Although the work of a great
number of psychological theorists, including Piaget, has been characterized
as interactionlst, the

premises of such an approach are still lacking full
formulation" (in
Vygotsky, 1978, p. 123).

Similarly, research in an interactionlst ap-

proach to writing and teaching writing is in the data-gathering
stage
that comes before establishing a sound and defensible
theoretical

framework.

Consequently, any attempt to establish an interactionlst

perspective on problems in writing and teaching writing must begin by
identifying its own theoretical premises.
The first such premise is that underlying the production of writing is an extremely complex set of psychological dynamics which interact with the dynamics of social situations (Elsasser
1977).

John-Steiner,

The second premise is that the basis of cognitive aspects of

that interaction is symbol formation and language.
is

&

The third premise

that the primary unit of that interaction is word meaning (Vygotsky,

1934/1962)

From those major premises, two conclusions can be drawn.

First,

writing can be characterized as an interaction between forming meaning

with written language as the instrument and communicating meaning with
written language as the medium.

Secondly, strategies and methods for

the teaching of writing must be cognizant of that same interaction.

13

The word

infraction

is used to refer to dual
poles which act upon

each other and also to refer to
a unification that results
from that
action.
Thus, the formation of word meanings
can be understood as a

constant unification of opposite
tendencies, one an inner or personal
tendency in meaning, the other an
outward or social, situational, and
cultural tendency in meaning.

That unification is achieved when
those

opposites interact, which happens at the
base of cognitive operations

with symbolic forms, including language
and written language.

Words

take on meaning when a personal level
of sense is united with a social

level.

Personal definitions, connected to individual
thought, feeling,

and experience combine with transpersonal or
shared definitions, such
as those in dictionaries.

The same interaction of personal and social

senses of words is behind the production of meaningful
sentences, paragraphs, and discourses.

active process

:

Writing, thus, can be understood as an inter-

writers are as much involved in making personal mean-

ing for themselves as in communicating social meaning to others.

Similarly, in the communication of meaning through writing the

word interaction refers to both action and unification.

Preverbal

thought and feeling become one with words due to a psychological inter-

action between personal and social levels of word meaning.

The trans-

fer of thought and written words can be seen as governed by the same

interaction.

The psychological interaction has its social counterpart

in written communication.

Writer and reader bring the interaction of

opposite tendencies in meaning to the writing in order to communicate:
the

transfer of meaning in a language transaction can be described as

.
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the realization of meaning by
individual participants in that trans-

action.

Again, dual poles, this time speaker
and listener or writer

and reader, act upon each other and unite.

Where participants are inexperienced writers
and experienced readers, that is, nonfluent, weak, or beginning
writers and their teachers,
the possibility of imbalance in the interaction
of personal and social

meanings arises.

Personal meanings are dominant on the part of the

writer, and the need for more social meanings is dominant on
the part
of the reader.

Two possible contributing causes behind abbreviated

and idiosyncratic writing by secondary school students are identifiable
in the imbalance that students and teachers often bring to the written

language transaction.
First, for inexperienced writers, the problem of forming meaning

with written words makes personal meaning dominate the interaction of
personal and social meaning.

That dominance results from the psycho-

logical dynamics involved in writing and from significant differences

between spoken and written language.

Beginning writers represent ex-

perience in writing in ways that they are accustomed to in speech:
experience is reduced to familiar form and expressed in familiar language.

Writing by those students tends toward the abbreviated and

idiosyncratic
Secondly, the teacher, as reader, must supply what is missing in
the writing, and the dominance in the interaction of personal and so-

cial levels of meaning is shifted toward social meanings.

That shift

results from expectations for writing that accompany literacy and from
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the role of the teacher as agent
of socialization in the school.

Like

beginning writers, their teachers often
approach writing in ways they
are accustomed to:

written texts are expected to contain
explicit and

autonomous meanings.

Instruction, accordingly, tends toward
emphasiz-

ing the social or communicative function
of written language.

By not

recognizing that the tendency toward abbreviated
and idiosyncratic
student writing involves formative aspects
of meaning and not only social or communicative aspects, teachers may
often reinforce that tendency.

Teachers, therefore, might inadvertently contribute
to abbre-

viated and idiosyncratic student writing.
Before completing this introduction to the interactionist
perspective on writing and teaching writing that is constructed in this
inis

necessary to point out the limitations of that perspective

The interactionist perspective as delineated here owes much to the

theories of L.

S.

Vygotsky (1934/1962; 1978).

For Vygotsky, however,

interaction refers to a dialectical unity of biological and cultural
lines of development (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 123).

In this inquiry, those

lines are narrowed to psychological and educational lines as they are

revealed through cognitive and social aspects of language interaction.
By focusing on the cognitive,

the inquiry does not focus on the emotive

by focusing on the educational, the inquiry does not focus on other sit

uational and cultural aspects of language and writing.

The inquiry,

furthermore, does not attempt to go beyond an explication of theory
and demonstration by example, either by attempting to work out all of
the complex interactions

(between emotion, thought, language, subject.
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audience, medium, previous instruction,
home or school environment,
and other influences) that might
operate on any writer or any reader
or by attempting to test or prove
theoretical inferences.

Teaching Writing:

The Conventional Approach

At first glance, it seems impossible to identify
a single domi-

nant or conventional approach to the teaching of writing.

Debate about

what is good for instruction in writing seems to be the most
widespread

characteristic of research in written composition.

One writer, Leonard

Greenbaum, even analyzes a 60-year history of freshman composition as
a "tradition of complaint"

(cited in Ohmann, 1976, p. 134).

Closer analysis, however, reveals that debate in the teaching of

writing has for the most part not dealt with one central issue:

the

split between subjective and objective tendencies in writing and the

teaching of writing.

It is that split that is the chief characteris-

tic of the conventional approach to the teaching of writing.

Nearly everything in the teaching of writing

is

being debated.

Research in written composition has established that there is no relationship between instruction in grammar and the learning of composition

skills (Braddock, 1963: O'Hare, 1973).

Research has also established

that increasing the quantity of writing alone does not improve the

quality of writing (Sherwin, 1969; McColly, 1963, for example).

Some

combination of writing practice and instruction in writing is necessary.
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but what combination and what
instruction is still being debated.
It is possible to characterize that
debate as one between tradi-

tional and innovative theories and methods.

Traditional theories and

methods are those that rely chiefly on teacher
or textbook delivered

Instruction in writing, as in Warrlner, 1977; Van
Nostrand, 1976;
Shaughnessy, 1977; Martin and Ohmann, 1963; Hillocks,
1975.

Innova-

tive theories and methods are those that emphasize
instruction in

writing delivered by workshop or tutorial strategies, as in
Maize,
1952; Haas,

1972; Zoellner,

1969; Murray,

1969; Moffett,

1968a and b;

Clark, 1975; Garrison, 1974; Britton, 1975; Diederlch, 1974.

With proponents and opponents in the debate about what

is good

for the teaching of writing arranged in that manner, several focal

points in the debate emerge.

Traditional approaches to the teaching

of writing emphasize literature study in the training of teachers of

writing and the analysis and imitation of literature by student writers
innovative approaches emphasize language study in the training of teach
ers and the analysis and structuring of experience by student writers.

Traditional approaches focus on written products; innovative approaches
focus on writing processes.

Traditional approaches favor theme anno-

tation as a method of providing teacher response to student writing;

innovative approaches favor oral feedback to student writers from peers
and teachers.

Traditional approaches recognize that responses to stu-

dent writing will be temporally and spatially delayed; innovative ap-

proaches urge that feedback be immediate.

Traditional approaches make

correctness a major and initial concern in the teaching of writing;
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innovative approaches make correctness
a minor and final concern.
In spite of those differences, there
is one fundamental similarity
in the traditional and innovative
approaches.

That similarity is the

reliance on the assumption that the primary
function of writing is com-

munication.

That similarity, furthermore, is what allows
the tradi-

tional and innovative approaches to be grouped
together under the heading of a single conventional approach built
upon a split between sub-

jective and objective tendencies in writing.

That split between sub-

jectivity and objectivity manifests itself in several ways.
First, in the conventional approach there is a split between

thought or ideas and written language to express thought and ideas.

Rohman (1965), for example, makes thinking a part of pre-writing and

characterizes the thinking necessary for writing as a kind of creative

personal power that can lead to self-actualization and the transformation of experience by the discovery of concepts to structure reality.

Rohman, however, adds this:

course in writing:

"Ours did not pretend to be a complete

the rhetoric of effective communication needs to

follow any discovery of a structuring concept"

(p.

112), indicating

that in his view, thinking and communicating are indeed separate.

Secondly, the split between tendencies toward subjectivity and

objectivity in writing shows up in the ways researchers classify student writing.

Britton's (1975a) poetic and transactional categories

are one example, and Emig's

another.

In both,

(1971)

reflexive and extensive modes are

there is a separation of subjective or expressive

writing from objective or communicative writing.
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Third, the contributions by teachers
to the literature concerned

with written composition provide further
evidence of the subjectiveobjective split.

Teachers here are writing about their
own experiences

as teachers of writing, as in Elbow
(1973) or in the Baumbach (1970)

collection of essays.

There is a definite autobiographical ring
to

this teacher-written literature on the
teaching of writing.

Since the

Dartmouth Conference and subsequent reports by
Muller (1967) and Dixon
(1967),

furthermore, there is a trend in that literature toward
having

students write about their experiences.
an interesting twist.

That trend, however, has taken

There is currently an emphasis on materials and

methods involving a synthesis of heuristic devices

(

heuristics meaning

any incentive to the discovery and generation of ideas, as in Wood,
1976) and student experience at the prewriting stage of the writing

process.

Prewriting becomes expanded from thinking before writing

(Rohman, 1965) to include any activity that precedes or culminates in

writing (as in Parker, 1972).

Those prewriting experiences, though,

are invented, suggested, or even provided by teachers

(as in Bennett,

1973; Clark, 1975; Shifflett, 1973; Holt, 1970; Phelan, 1975).

Stu-

dents usually are not asked to write about their own subjective encounters with reality as teachers of writing are doing when they report on

prewriting experiences they use with students.

When the subject is

autobiography, usually a job or college application (Schiff, 1973) or
journal writing (Judy, 1974) is at the heart of the lesson.
is

The point

that teachers write from relatively subjective experiences and re-

port that students write from relatively objective, shared and teacher
inspired, experiences.
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The split between subjectivity and
objectivity in the conventional

approach to the teaching of writing is most
clearly revealed in the
attempt to investigate writing using the behavioral
emphasis of the

scientific method.

Dieterich (1973), for example, claims that teachers

of writing base classroom practices on "personal
intuition, trends, or

tradition, rather than on the research findings that are now
being dis-

seminated

(p.

1291).

The implication is that teachers seem to be

guessing at what teaches writing and that we need to counteract that
guessing with the objectivity built into the scientific method.

The

research literature on written composition suggests, however, that

changing the word guess to hypothesis is a way of proliferating, not
of reducing,

the number of guesses that surround the teaching of writing.

The result of experimental investigation is that more is known about

problems involved in studying writing behaviors, about defining teaching writing behaviors, and about measuring growth in composition skills
than about effective ways to teach writing.

Experimental research with

its behavioral emphasis provides objective but statistically insignifi-

cant conclusions, as indicated by O'Hare's (1973) startling generalization that Braddock (1963) and Meckel (1963) did not uncover "a single

study reporting a statistically significant composition treatment effect" (p.

70).

The split between subjective and objective tendencies in written

language, thus, is reflected in many ways in the literature concerned

with written composition and its teaching.

That split is the basis of

the conventional approach to the teaching of writing, since the division

.
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of writing into ineffective and
effective categories of communication

depends on separating the subjective, personal,
and cryptic from the
objective, transpersonal, and communicative.

Other popular distinc-

tions, such as the division of writing into
creative and expository

categories or the separation of forms of samples of
writing from contents, are also related to the assumed gap between
subjectivity and

objectivity in student writing.
In this dissertation,

the development of an interactionist per-

spective on problems in writing and teaching writing is an attempt
to
the conventional theoretical assumption that subjective and

objective tendencies in writing are separate and competing.

By focus-

ing on the problem of abbreviated and idiosyncratic student writing,
this inquiry shows that the conventional emphasis on writing as commun-

ication must be supplemented with an interactionist understanding of

writing as the formation of meaning.

Foremost among the reasons for

that imperative is the developmental relationship between speaking and

writing.

That relationship is investigated in the following chapter

where it is shown thatj first, from an interactionist perspective
spoken and written forms of language are interrelated and that, secondly,

from the conventional perspective that interrelationship is often

denied

CHAPTER

II

THE INTERACTION OF SPEAKING AND WRITING

Si gnificant Differences Between Writing
and Speaklnfz

Spoken and written language can be described as interactive.

Significant differences between spoken and written language
cause beginning writers to depend on the familiar forms and function of everyday speech in their writing.

Writing by inexperienced writers is ac-

complished through the mediation of spoken language (Vygotsky, 1934/
1962; 1978).

The transition from speech to writing, furthermore, is

accompanied by a realignment of the primary functions of language from
the interpersonal to the ideational, and that realignment creates the

demand for greater explicitness in writing than in speech (Olson, 1977).

Beginning writers, due to a dependence on spoken language, rely on the
context dependent representation of meaning appropriate to the inter-

personal function of everyday spoken language.

The result is abbrevi-

ated and idiosyncratic writing.
This chapter argues that the dependence on spoken language is

necessary for writing and for the learning of writing.

That argument

is contrasted with the conventional understanding, exemplified by Mina
P.

Shaughnessy

'

s

Errors and Expectations

,

that since the reliance on

spoken language causes errors in student writing, it must therefore
be suppressed.
22
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Shaughnessy’s book can be taken as
representative of the conventional approach to writing and its
teaching for two reasons. By her
own count

(p.

five of the eight chapters in Errors
and Exnectatinn.

6),

are concerned with the analysis of
errors in student writing.

That

concentration on errors reflects the dominant
concern for the elimination of errors that characterizes traditional
pedagogical approaches
to written composition

Shaughnessy

s

(as indicated in Blount,

1973, for example).

book is conventional in another sense as well.

Her

starting point is the idea that it is not the emphasis
on the avoidance
of errors in writing that blocks beginning writers
as much as the mis-

understanding of error that teachers often bring to the teaching
of
writing.

Teachers call attention to errors without understanding the

relationship between logic, language, and error.

Shaughnessy would

have teachers and students look for patterns of error and develop an-

slytical skill in applying rules and principles which govern using,
and learning to use, the sometimes peculiar and illogical conventions

formal written English.

grammar in a new

guise'",

This system is the traditional prescriptive

as Shaughnessy suggests:

It may well be that traditional grammar- teaching has failed to
improve writing not because rules and concepts do not connect
with the act of writing but because grammar lessons have traditionally ended up with exercises in workbooks, which by highlighting the feature being studied rob the student of any practice in
seing that feature in more natural places.
(1977, p. 155)

Errors in student writing are repeatedly traced by Shaughnessy to
one primary source, the student's lack of experience with writing.

Beginning writers, she argues, depend too greatly on oral language
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habits and too little on written language
conventions and writing processes.

For Shaughnessy, it is the semantic
and syntactic conventions

of writing (p.
(p.

240)

73)

and the needs and expectations of the
audience

that create the demand for greater
explicitness in writing

than in speaking.

Underlying that view is the assumption that spoken

and written language differ in form but not
in function.

Spoken lan-

guage forms must be replaced by those appropriate
to written language
so that the communicative function common to both
will be served.

But contrary to Shaughnessy, it has been argued that
spoken and

written language differ not only in form but in function as well.
is

It

the realignment of the primary functions of language that
accom-

panies the transition from speech to writing that creates the demand
for greater explicitness in writing (Olson, 1977, p. 278).

Olson

characterizes that change in primary functions as from the "interpersonal” in oral speech to the "logical or ideational" in written texts
(1977, p.

278).

Both functions exist simultaneously (Halliday, 1970)

but in spoken language the interpersonal is dominant, whereas in ex-

pository writing by experienced writers the ideational

is dominant.

The shift from interpersonal to ideational is reflected in sev-

eral significant differences between speech and writing.

In spoken

dialogue meaning exists among or between persons; as speaker and listener roles shift, participants may alternately contribute to the con-

struction of meaning.

Spoken words, furthermore, are closer to situa-

tional referents than are written words.

As one writer puts it, "for

everyday spoken language, the matter of verification is simple:

look
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around” (Smith, 1977,

p.

392).

For writing, however, the situational

referents needed for verification must be
represented in the text.

Writing is produced without the cooperation and
collaboration often
characteristic of spoken dialogue, without an
interlocutor (Vygotsky,
1934/1962) and without gestural supports and "facial
expressions,
sounds, pitch, and intonation" (Elsasser
As a result,

&

John-Steiner

,

1977, p.

358).

researchers argue that writing produces greater cognitive

demands than does spoken language (Kroll, 1978), that "talking and
niay

emanate from different organic sources and represent dif-

ferent, possibly distinct, language functions" (Emig, 1977,
p. 123),
and that writing requires more deliberate and elaborate translations

from verbal thought, described as inner speech, than does speaking
(Vygotsky, 1934/1962).

In writing,

then,

the emphasis is on the idea-

tional function of language.

In terms of the developmental framework described in Chapter I,
it is the interpersonal function of language that is dominant during

the early stage of literacy where writing reflects the subjective and

Inexplicit reference characteristic of spoken utterance.

Beginning

writers seem to write as if readers will cooperate and collaborate to
produce meaning as participants in spoken dialogue often do.

That

tendency is not necessarily the result of a lack of communicative intent, of language competence, or of audience awareness.

Instead, the

tendency can be understood as a necessary dependence on the forms and

patterns of spoken language.
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The Dependence of Writing on Spoken
Lan^^uaf^P

Beginning writers depend on spoken language
in at least two ways.
The first is to produce orthographic
and syntactic forms in writing,

and the second is to represent meaning
in written language.

Both types

of dependence may lead to violations of
conventions of standard written

English.

Both may contribute to a lack of communication
between writer

and reader.

The violations of conventions, however, do not
cause the

lack of communication.

Rather, the violations of linguistic and logi-

cal conventions and any communication problem can be traced
to the de-

pendence on spoken language.

Beginning writers appear to expect that

their writing will signify and represent meaning in the same manner
that their everyday speaking does.

That expectation is quite natural.

Language can be understood as

consisting of three levels of coding: the semantic, the lexicogrammatical, and the phonological or orthographic (Halliday

&

Hasan, 1976).

Language users make meanings, words, and spoken or written expressions. 2
For beginning writers

however

,

the option of expressing meaning in

spoken or written words is not present, and writing must be accomplished
through speech.

In Vygotsky's

(1934/1962) analysis, beginning writers

must make two abstractions to connect the semantic, lexicogrammatical,
and orthographic levels of coding in their writing.

Meaning must first

be represented in spoken words, and then spoken words are represented
in written words.

Advanced or experienced writers, however, have cog-

nitively outgro^^m that dependence on speech:
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r r

'°

s^Sns that comprise

gradually becomes direct symbolism.

This means that written lan-

words of spoken language, which.
In turn, are signs for real
enIties and relations. Gradually,
this Intermediate link spoken
language, disappears, and written
language is converted into a
system of signs that directly symbolise
the entities and relations
between them.
(1978, p. 106)
The significance of that description of
the abstractions necessary
for the production of writing is that
developmentally writing shows at

first an almost total dependence on mediation
accomplished through the

sounds and patterns of speech, and later writing
becomes free of that

dependence to a much greater degree.

written marks represent meaning in

a

For experienced and fluent writers

relatively direct manner, whereas

for beginning writers that representation is indirect,
and written

marks are signs for spoken words.

Writing is increasingly accomplished

through the mediation of written language forms as experience with written language increases.

Until a student writer becomes familiar with written language
through reading and writing practice, the forms of spoken language will

dominate that student's writing.

The following essay, in which a tenth

grade writer describes a favorite place, can be taken as an example:

Half way down the river there is a place ware there
is a

water fall.

The water flows over and around some

1

2

At the bottom of the waterfall

3

to the corner of the other side is a hollow log wich looks

4

flat rocks and falls down.

like its ben thair for years.

Its falling apart.

5
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There are big flat rocks and other
rocks all down

6

the side of the river and some in
the water sticking out.

7

There are trout in the river.

8

On the other side of the river there are
blue Berry

bushes.

There are trees and other bushes too.

9

10

On this side of the river is a big flat rock
wich is

11

around ten feet long and maby six feet wide.

12

Thare is a

big oak tree next to the rock and other oak trees along

13

the side of the river.

14

On one of those trees in the woods

is a sine that ses no deer hunting.

Thair are akorns and

lievs all over the ground.

Clearly
English.

,
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that example shows a reliance on the sounds of spoken

The three spellings of there in lines

ing of sign

,

15

1,

5,

and 12, the spell-

line 15, and of maybe , line 12, suggest that the writer is

spelling phonologically

,

either by the way words sound, or by analogy

with similar sounding words.

Her spelling, hence, is idiosyncratic,

not rule-governed, especially in the case of there.

3

Another excerpt from an essay by a tenth grade writer illustrates
an over-reliance on spoken language in another way.

This time, features

of black English dialect (as those features are identified by Arthur,

1973; Frorakin & Rodman, 1974; Dale, 1972; Labov, 1972a/b, 1975) show
up in the writing:

Down the street from my house there is a church it’s
The church has a fence

red brick.

It's a big church.

around it.

It has grass all around it,

around the church

1

2

3

.
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there is some bushes, some go along
the church.
in front of it.

Some are

4

It has a parking lot on the side
of it.

5

The church has a sign outside of it.

6

Halfway down the street there is a fire
station.
fire station is Red trucks inside.

7

The fire stations is

big inside with all this stuff inside.

people inside.

The

8

There is allways

9

There's place for the trucks to park.

Straight across from my house there is trees,

10

Some

11

are acron trees, All the trees have leafs. Some
of the

12

trees are skinny, some are fat Acorn be falling from
the

13

trees

14

The words Acorn be falling from the trees show the uninflected

^

which is used in the black English vernacular to indicate habitual or
general state.

What the writer means is that acorns seem to be con-

tinuously falling from the trees, and since she wrote this in the fall
of the year, she is right.

There is no error in that use of

other

than the over-reliance on a single dialect of spoken language, the

same problem behind the deletion of the final

behind the use of there is

,

£

in Acorn, line 13, and

lines 4, 9, and 11, where there are is

called for in a formal literary dialect.
To assume, however, that the level of abstraction consisting of

transforming the. sounds and patterns of spoken language into written
signs accounts for all, or even most, of the problems in these two ex-

amples of student writing is to make a serious error.

The writers are

not only abstracting from the sounds and syntax of speech, but from
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sight and experience as those are
represented in speech as well.
the description of the waterfall,

In

the writer appears to assume that

the reader will locate the river without
knowing its name and find the

way down, line

sentation of territory.

1,

without having a map or cognitive repre-

Similarly, the writer apparently assumes
that

her identification of the river’s sides (lines

4,

7,

9,

11,

and 14)

will make sense to the reader who does not share
her vantage point.
Words point to referents, as if the writer is describing
a photograph
that the reader cannot see.

The descriptions of the church and fire station in the second ex-

ample show the same reliance on a manner of representing meaning more

appropriate to spoken dialogue than to writing.
2

and

9,

and all this stuff

,

Words like big

,

lines

line 9, apparently represent more for the

writer than the reader can see in the writing.

The word side

,

line 5,

furthermore, is used as it was in the first example, suggesting again
that the writer assumes the reader shares her vantage point.

quency of occurrence of there

,

The fre-

used eight times in the first example

and six times in the second, suggests that the writers are using that

word to indicate or point out attributes of the places they are describing.

Such pointing with words is more characteristic of spoken

dialogue, where referents frequently are visible to participants, than
of writing.

By using words to point, as signs to indicate or refer, to places

outside of the written text those writers produce writing that shows
the characteristics of abbreviation and idiosyncrasy.

Meaning is not

,

.
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adequately represented in the written
texts.

Beginning writers bring

the phonetic and syntactic habits
and the cognitive patterns of repre-

senting meaning that have been learned
through speaking to their writing.

Written words, as a result, are signs for
spoken words which in

turn are signs for real entities and relations
(Vygotsky, 1978).

We can take the following paragraph produced
by a writer who had

just turned seven, in January of the year she was in first
grade, as
an example:

I

was wawking thrue the wds

.

wan

I saw a

bringing the babby brds a wrm to eat.
sky was blue and clear.

I

pritty brd.

It was

It was a butifl day.

The

was waring my red shrt with the blue

trimming and my blue geandges

The paragraph was written on the back of a piece of paper, on the

front side of which had first been drawn a picture depicting the scene

which was then described in written words.

It is not difficult to in-

terpret the writing process here as one beginning with action (walking)

perception (seeing), and emotion (happiness in the midst of rural or
natural beauty)

,

moving to mental imagery (recorded in the drawing)

and then to spoken words which form the basis of written words.

That

interpretation conforms to analyses of children's invented spelling
(C.

Chomsky, 1970; Read, 1971) and to Bruner's (1966) division of rep-

resentation into three developmental modes (enactive, ikonic, and symbolic) which are acquired in that sequence.

That interpretation also

coincides with the observation that "first and second grade children
often draw without writing; but many of them rarely write without

,
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drawing first" (Gundlach

&

Moses, 1976, p. 18).

In the last example, written words refer
to a picture, just as

written words seem to do in the two previous examples,
where no actual
drawing preceded the writing.

Taken together, those three examples

illustrate the concept of a double cognitive abstraction necessary
for
the production of writing by beginning writers.

One abstraction pro-

duces meaning, an idea or image, and the other produces writing.

For

beginning writers, furthermore, both abstractions are effected by the
mediation of spoken language.

Meaning is formed by depending on the

semantic relations appropriate to informal speech, as if the reader
were a listener who shares much of the writer's perception and experience.

Writing is formed by depending on other aspects of speech, the

phonetic and syntactic.

The Formative Function of Language in Writing

The dependence of writing on speaking reflects the dependence of

language on experience.

It is not only because spoken language is

normally learned prior to written language that beginning writers rely
on syntactic and orthographic forms and semantic relationships appro-

priate to speech.

Rather, spoken and written language depend on ex-

perience, on interaction with the real world and with symbol systems
used to represent that world.

Linguistic meaning is the result of un-

derstanding, by representing or forming, perceived real entities and
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relations through a learned system
of symbols.

Both perception and the

learning of representative symbols
depend on experience.
Sapir's statement that language as
symbolism "is an actualization
in terms of vocal expression of the
tendency to master reality, not by

direct and ad hoc handling of this element
but by the reduction of

reality to familiar form" (1970,

p.

14) argues that reduction and fa-

miliarity are components of symbolic meaning.

That argument is sup-

ported by studies of symbolism and leads to the
conclusion that abbre-

viation and idiosyncrasy are not peculiar to written
language or even
to language.

Abbreviation and idiosyncrasy result from the mind's

work with symbolism, from the experiential basis of the reduction
of
reality through symbols, and are characteristic of spoken language
as

well as written.

In spoken language interaction, however, cooperation and collab-

oration between participants provide the means to overcome abbreviated
and idiosyncratic meaning.

As speaker and listener roles shift, both

the representation of experience in language and language itself are

modified (Britton, 1970).

Writing does not provide that cooperation

and collaboration with an interlocutor (Vygotsky, 1934/1962).

Because

language is a symbol system, beginning writers form meaning by condensing familiar experience in familiar language.

When what is familiar

for the writer is not familiar for the reader, the writer's meaning is

abbreviated and idiosyncratic.
Meaning is not peculiar to language.

Linguistic meaning (as in

Piaget, 1968/1970) is part of general semiology, a larger category of
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sign-making which includes all forms of
symbolic activity; Piaget goes
on to remind us that investigations of
cognitive learning of deaf chil-

dren (see Furth, 1966, for example) show
that logic can develop without

spoken language.

But logic cannot develop without what
Cassirer calls

the fundamental act of signification, by
which impressions are formed

into representations (Cassirer, 1923/1955,
p. 281).

Symbols are the result of that act of signification.

Words are

only one type of symbol, one of the ways that human minds
structure or
form perception and experience.

Symbols are the basic instrument by

which meaning is created from sense data.

Language in its spoken and

written forms are refinements of that basic instrument because language
is a highly developed system of symbols that each of us does not have
to invent but only learn or acquire.

Language, however, does not es-

cape the link to personal sense data and individual experience that is

common to all symbols, because language is learned by perception and

experience and because language must refer, however indirectly, to perception and experience in order to be meaningful.

In definitions of symbolism (Jung, 1968, p.
p.

8;

3;

Whitehead, 1927,

Sapir, 1949, p. 564), there is a recurrent emphasis on the inter-

action of dual poles.

Symbolic activity emerges from those definitions

as a unity derived from matching a known entity with an unknown, and as

both the achievement and the representation of that unity.
(1949; 1970) and in Freud (1899/1965;

In Sapir

1901/1952; 1917/1966; 1933/1964)^,

furthermore, there is available an understanding of symbol formation in
terms of its constitutive characteristics.

Those characteristics are:
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(a)

comparison, the primacy of the familiar
and

(b)

condensation, the

reduction of reality through symbols and words.
)

Comparison provides the basis of meaning in
signification and consists of connecting one phenomenon with another,
more familiar, phenomenon.

Any unknown encountered can either remain unknown or
can be com-

pared to what is familiar.

hanger’s (1942) use of the word metaphor

describes a similar idea.

For hanger, metaphor is the means by which

discursive symbolism, language, is developed from its non— discursive
or presentational counterpart.

In presentational symbolism meaning is

established when one form, such as a photograph or painting,
stood as representing another or others.

is

under-

The basic instance of repre-

sentation is found in the fact, for hanger, that human sense organs
provide the mind with perceived forms or images.

Reality is ordered

or formed by perception of similar form, which also gives rise to meta-

phor

:

Every new experience, or new idea about things, evokes first of
all some metaphorical expression.
As the idea becomes familiar,
this expression "fades" to a new literal use of the once metaphorical predicate, a more general use than it had before.
It is in
this elementary, presentational mode that our first adventures in
conscious abstraction occur.
(hanger, 1942, p. 141)

The selection of comparison rather than metaphor to refer to the

connection between significance and familiarity is based in the obser-

vation that equating sense perception with form may be problematical.
In Freud (1917/1966, p.

152), comparison is used to designate a rela-

tion between symbol and symbolized.

In Cassirer (1923/1955, p. 295),

comparison denotes "similarity in the sensory impressions which (objects)

.
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evoke,” and is therefore grounded in
noticed or perceived similarities
or dissimilarities.
Comparison, accordingly, is used here
to characterize the basic instance of significance,
that based in sense perception and in connections between perceived
bits of reality.

Comparison shows up in writing as a reliance on
what is familiar
for the writer.

The following example, a prewriting list of
specifics

produced by an English teacher during an inservice
workshop, illustrates
that point:
1.

It is about two and one-half inches across.

2.

It is bright yellow (like a banana)

3.

The stem is green and about seven or eight inches long.

4.

It reminds me of a buttercup, only it has more petals.

5.

It smells like newly mowed grass.

6.

This flower could be found in a wallpaper book for bathrooms

or nursing homes.
7.

Its some sort of mum.

8.

There is a green disc underneath.

Clearly, that description of a flower is accompanied by comparing per-

ceived parts, sizes, shapes, and odors to familiar forms.

The writer

apparently lacks the biological names for parts of flowers; hence,
what might have been called a "calyx composed of sepals" becomes the
more subjective green disc underneath (item 8).

Beginning writers make objects meaningful in the same way, as in
this description of a favorite rock by a tenth grade writer:
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have a rock.

I

surface.

It looks like glass, but with a
rough

If turned to a light it may make a
rainbow.

can see through it, but its blurry.

1

I

2

It resembles a

3

diamond, but the surface has ripples and lines on
it.

4

My rock is pretty solid, but it has a crack, and

5

looks filled with air.

It might weigh about 4 oz.

6

My guess is that it is quartz.

7

Thinking about how it looks reminds me of a mountain,

8

with its ledges and sharp points.

9

This could be a ski

area, and, you can almost see the roads leading up to it.

10

For the most part, that description adds up to a successful sym-

bolic representation of a real rock.

The comparisons between rock and

glass, rock and diamond, rock and mountain reflect and help achieve the

basic comparison between rock and words.

Only the comparisons between

the rock as filled with air and solid (lines

and ski area (lines

9

and 10 ) are confusing.

5

and

6)

and between this

Eliminating that confu-

sion means making the comparisons more explicit.

That need for greater explicitness can be filled by asking the

writer to explore his or her subjective connections between symbols
and perceptions further.

The following paragraphs, the first, second,

and third drafts of a description of a pencil sharpener's blade mechanism,

illustrate that point.

1

:

Well the handle on the pencil sharpener turns a blade inside

the sharpener.

When you place your pencil in the whole opposite
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the side of the handle,
the pencil goes between
two blades

these

blades turn when you turn the
handle.
2.

There are two blades in the
sharpener.

round and have a gear on the
bottom.

The two blades are

The blades run down the part

that is round.

3:

There are two cylinders in the
sharpener.

Each of them has

14 blades that twist around
like stripes on a barbar pole.

The

handle is attached to a pencil casing
which holds the cylinders
at one end.

At the other end is a gear that
connects the cylinders

to the handle.

Turning the handle turns the cylinders and
the

blades.

The evolution of the symbol blade from one
blade to 14, from shape-

lessness to being shaped a certain way, and from existing
alone to existing as part of cylinders was effected by the
teacher insisting that
the student writer take a closer look at the parts
of the pencil sharp-

ener.

The word cylinder was suggested by the teacher when the
student

asked for a name to describe the part that is round in draft
number
In addition to comparison,

2.

the basis of symbol formation in fa-

Perception, that example also illustrates condensation, the
basis of symbol formation in conception.

The word cyl inder reduces

blades (that) run down the part that is round to a more compact form.
That reduction is necessary for symbolic representation; the phrase

replaced by cylinder is also a condensation of what is perceived.
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For Sapir (1949), condensation symbolism
substitutes for direct

emotional expression and provides the basis for
the abbreviation necessary for representation as emotion is dissociated
and reference associ-

ated with symbols.

For Freud, condensation refers to the abridgement

that takes place during the process of symbol formation
in dreams.

Freud saw in dream symbols the manifest and abridged
form of latent

dream-thoughts.

The contents of the latent dream are reduced by the

omission of some elements, by elements being represented in
fragments,
or by the fusion of elements (Freud, 1917/1966, p. 171).

Through condensation, the relation between entities grounded in
the comparison of perceived similarities and dissimilarities becomes
the foundation for more advanced relations.

Given the basic form of

comparison, an achievement based in sense perception, the mind transforms that form, through condensation, and sets up the possibility of

achieving or recognizing relationships that are not given.
ing thought,

By condens-

the mind establishes comparisons that are based in idea-

tion or conception rather than in perception.

Abbreviated student writing illustrates condensation at work in
two ways.

First, there are condensations of experience that suggest

that the writer has already discovered concepts to structure reality,
as in this paragraph by a tenth grade writer:

While we were killing time downtime Someone in the
office called my house and said
I

I

wasn't in school.

1

I'Jhen

2

got home I got a long lecture and was grounded for a

week.

The next day

I

was called down to Mr.

4
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office and given five hours detention.

5

That paragraph, if anything, appears to be
over-condensed.

The reader

cannot tell what activities are included in
killing time downtown (line
a long lecture (line 3),

for example.

Condensation has

led to abbreviated meaning.

The second way that abbreviated student writing
illustrates con-

densation is in writing that can be called under-condensed.

In the

following example, a tenth grade writer appears to be searching for
a
concept that will structure his perception of the way disruptive young

people are treated in his neighborhood:
My neighborhood is a nice place to live, but a terrible

1

place to hang,

2

around there.

because of it predadice people that live
I'm not talking so much about Black and white

3

so much as I'm talking about one you've been in trouble your

4

the one there going to blame.

5

the black people to.

white section,

Not just the white people but

in there all systicated living in a

6

you see they don't like being around a whole

lot of niggers because when they move in they move out.

7

and

8

Im Right in the middle the trouble maker or at least one
of them.

9

10

This writer appears to be aiming for an ambitious concept, one which

would describe his experience in terms of prevailing attitudes toward
moral and social issues in his neighborhood.

Racial lines are clearly

drawn, he seems to be saying, and are superceded only by labels like
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t rouble

maker which make everyone, regardless of
color, become preju-

diced.

The comparison underlying the paragraph
is one of opposing

sides, the neighborhood is nice and terrible,
the people are black and

white, sophisticated and not, and the writer
feels right in the middle
(line 9).

The reliance on the word they (lines

7

and 8) is a conden-

sation that does not work, though, because the
opposing forces are not
clear in that word.

They abbreviates too much, and the writer’s refer-

ent for that word is not clear, not contained in the
writing.
It might be significant that the writer describes himself as
talk-

ing (lines
they

,

3

and 4) because the paragraph, especially in the use of

does resemble spoken language, where participants might share

similar perceptions.

That resemblance again exemplifies the dependence

on the forms and patterns of reference typical of spoken language which

were examined earlier in this chapter.

That dependence is not only a

connection between speaking and writing, but between language and experience as well.

Language and experience interpenetrate each other.

Meaning is

formed as language is ^used to structure experience, and language is
learned as experience is structured by linguistic symbols.

In spoken

dialogue, both language and experience are often modified by interaction between participants, and meaning emerges as less abbreviated and

idiosyncratic, less dependent on reduction to what is familiar for one
person.

In writing much of that interaction is missing, due to the

separation of writer and reader roles intrinsic to writing.
in writing,

Instruction

therefore, should work to overcome that separation and make

writer and reader roles, talking and
writing, and language and experi
ence interactive.

Shaughnessy

's

View That Speaking

and Writing Are Unrelated

Shaughnessy's Errors and Expectations (1977), as was indicated
this chapter, is representative of the conventional perspec-

tive toward writing and its teaching.

The book describes both tradi-

tional and innovative approaches to cornposition

.

In the chapter on

syntax (pp. 44-89), for example, Shaughnessy mentions teaching the

writing process by using tutorial and workshop methods (pp. 79-85).
The amount of space devoted to those innovations, six pages out of 45,
and the fact that they are offered as an alternative and not as an in-

tegral part of a larger design for teaching composition, suggests, however, that Shaughnessy is only considering and not really advocating

innovative methods.

Thus, when Shaughnessy argues that teaching con-

ventions of written language and writing processes should dominate in-

struction in composition, as she does in the same chapter on syntax,
she means conventions more than processes.

She is throughout the book

more interested in how writing can be made to conform to conventions
of written language than in how writers behave while writing.

Conforming to written conventions, furthermore, for Shaughnessy
means suppressing spoken language forms.

In her view, speaking and

writing are unrelated in spite of their shared communicative purpose.
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Speaking and writing are different linguistic
systems of coding meaning
for transmission.

Writing is the more precise and well-formed
system.

Punctuation, for example, allows writers to
"overcome the redundancy,
fragmentation, and loose sequencing that are natural
in speech"

27),

(p.

and writing "allows time for the deliberate
application of principles
or rules, for the

introduction of unfamiliar patterns that would be

washed over in the flow of speech"

(p.

153).

For Shaughnessy, differences between the forms of
speaking and
their functions, are the source of problems in student

writing.

Beginning writers depend too greatly on oral language habits

and too little on written language conventions.

Her view that writing

problems originate in spoken language habits extends to the lack of

explicitness in student writing:

If as we have said, writing presses the writer toward greater
explicitness than he would require of himself in speech, and if
that explicitness is realized through various types of consolidations syntactic and semantic the person who has done little
writing may not be able to use some or many of the forms that facilitate consolidation.
(p. 73)

—

—

By "consolidation" Shaughnessy means, first, coordination and

subordination, which taken together constitute the main syntactic difference she finds between spoken dialogue and writing

(p.

51), and,

secondly, single written words that condense imprecise and circuitous
oral phrases (p. 74).

Thus, consolidation refers to sentence struc-

tures and vocabulary items that are peculiar to written language.
is

It

conventions governing the use of those forms (and others such as

punctuation and spelling) that writers must learn and teachers of writing must teach.
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Consolidation, the syntactical and lexical
shaping of the writer’s

message for presentation in writing, is not
very far from the formation
of meaning as that concept was defined above.

Comparison and condensa-

tion are roughly analogous to coordination and
subordination, and in

both formation and consolidation the power of
single words to condense

meaning is noted.

Still, the concepts of formation and consolidation

show one important difference.

Formation attributes spoken and written

language to the same source, to the tendency of the human mind
to analyze
and structure reality through symbols.

Consolidation attributes the

analytic and structuring powers of the mind to writing, especially to
formal, academic writing.

Formation is an achievement of perception,

thought and language; consolidation is an achievement of literacy.

Formation refers to the underlying function of language in representing perception and experience.

Consolidation refers to presenta-

tion, not representation, in that Shaughnessy assumes that the structur-

ing power of language is somehow built, only or primarily, into the

written language system.

That assumption shows up when Shaughnessy

identifies fullness, or specificity, and elaboration, or organization,
as characteristics of mature writing (in her "Beyond the Sentence"

chapter, pp. 226-274).

The implication is that without mature writing

abilities, thoughts remain undeveloped or incoherent.

hard-pressed to explain that implication.

Shaughnessy is

She assigns the features of

non-specificity and incoherence to "the egocentricity of the apprentice
writer, an orientation that is reflected in the assumption that the

reader understands what is going on in the writer's mind and needs

.
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therefore no introductions or transitions
or explanations”

(p.

240).

Shaughnessy. furthermore, advocates teaching
conventions appropriate
to reaching an intended audience in
writing as an antidote to egocen-

tricity

It

is difficult to tell

whether or not Shaughnessy is using the

concept of egocentricity in the same sense as Moffet
(1968a, pp. 57
195) who borrows the concept from Piaget

(1926/1955).

&

At any rate,

egocentricity is not an explanation for problems in writing, or in
language in general, but is only a way of characterizing those problems
(as is suggested by Krauss and Glucksberg,

1977).

A recent study,

furthermore, which investigated the link between egocentrism and the

problem of audience awareness in writing concludes that fourth grade
children decenter less while writing than while speaking (Kroll, 1978),

suggesting that writing, because of increased formative or cognitive
demands, may be more the cause of egocentric logic and language for

beginning writers than the antidote, as Shaughnessy would have it.
The real contrast between the interactionist and conventional

views on the relationship between speaking and writing is one of differing theoretical assumptions.

One assumption is that spoken and written

language are Interactive and developmentally interdependent.

The other

assumption is that speaking and writing are counteractive and that the
development of writing abilities requires the replacement of spoken
language forms with forms appropriate to written language.

Those dif-

fering assumptions, furthermore, view writing from the opposite ends
of the preliteracy-to-literacy continuum.

The implication of the interactionist
assumption is that beginning

writers necessarily depend on spoken language to
structure reality in

written language.

Shaughnessy

'

s

assumption that speaking and writing

are unrelated, even competing, denies that implication.
forms are determined to be errors in writing.

Spoken language

Her message is that such

errors are subjective and egocentric and must therefore be replaced
by

objective and communicative written language forms, if writing is to
be
learned.

For advanced writers, those more able to structure experience

and perception directly in written language, Shaughnessy

might be appropriate.

'

s

message

For beginning writers, those for whom perception

and experience become connected to writing through spoken language,

Shaughnessy

'

s

message is inappropriate.

Shaughnessy is not unaware of the risks involved in the suppression of students' subjective tendencies in language.

She argues, for

example, that inexperienced writers are more concerned about what teachers want them to write than about making their own meanings communicable
(p.

80).

She equates the autonomy of writers with the consciousness

of meaning and determines that the equation is vulnerable to writing

assignments that stipulate too much:
The autonomy of the writer lies in his knowing what he thinks.
not in his choosing to think on one or two subjects. Without this
conviction that he has "something to mean," the writer cannot
carry on the kind of conversation with himself that leads to
writing. Either he will be blocked from writing or he will allow
his words to run on, like an engine idling, disengaged from per(p. 81)
sonal thought or purpose.
.

That passage suggests that the autonomy of the writer lies in the

awareness of thought.

That position, again, might be more applicable

.

47

to advanced writers,

those who have less trouble finding a match be-

tween thought and written language.

It is difficult to see, however,

how the beginning writer's awareness of thought can
survive the split

between subjective and communicative meaning that is built
into
Shaughnessy 's analysis.

The autonomy of the writer becomes subordinated

to the dichotomy between spoken and written language in
Shaughnessy.

For beginning writers thought is often shaped by spoken language
forms
in their writing.

A definition of autonomy must therefore take into

account the initial dependence on spoken language.
In Chapter III, the autonomy of the writer is defined as indepen-

dence in the formation of meaning in writing.

Autonomy resides not in

the awareness of meaning, but in controlling the formation of meaning.

Autonomy for writers develops through becoming aware of meaning as meaning is formed.

That development can be blocked by an initial dependence

on spoken language forms and by a teacher-enforced dependence on the

substitution of written language forms.

Both types of dependence can

contribute to abbreviated and idiosyncratic student writing.

CHAPTER

III

THE AUTONOMY OF THE WRITER

The Interaction of Personal and Social

Levels of Word Meanings

One contributing cause of abbreviated and idiosyncratic writing
has been identified in the beginning writer’s dependence on the domi-

nant forms and function of spoken language.

This chapter identifies a

second cause in the way teachers often treat that dependence.

The con-

necting link between the two causes is the autonomy of the writer.
This chapter defines autonomy as independence in the formation
of meaning.

In Shaughnessy,

the autonomy of the writer is attributed

to the awareness of thought,

to the writer's "knowing what he thinks"

(p.

81).

Shaughnessy implies that writing is based in the consciousness

of thought and consists of discovering written words to express thought.

This chapter connects thought and writing differently:

thought and

words are discovered together as meaning is formed in writing.

Thought

and written word interact to form word meaning, and autonomy resides in

independent control over that formation of meaning.

The formation of explicit and autonomous meanings in writing is

linked to the autonomy of the writer.

Inexperienced writers cannot

form truly autonomous meanings because their writing necessarily depends
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.
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on the forms and the interpersonal function
dominant in spoken language.

Thought is structured as if the context dependence
of spoken language

situations were appropriate for written language.

If the connection

between speech and writing is misunderstood, then the
possibility
arises that the autonomy

of

student

the autonomy of their teachers.

vanced literacy

,

writers

becomes subordinated to

Teachers of writing, because of ad-

are more free of dependence on spoken language than

are inexperienced writers.

Spoken language forms are likely to be

viewed as errors (as in Shaughnessy, 1977, for example)

.

The discovery

of meaning becomes less important than the discovery and elimination of

error

Freedom from dependence on spoken language develops gradually as
does literacy.

If students are asked too soon or too often in that

development to substitute written language forms for spoken language
forms,

then substitution and not formation is practiced.

That inter-

pretation will be supported in this chapter by showing, first, that
the formation of word meanings can be characterized as an interaction

of personal and social levels of meaning.

For inexperienced writers,

secondly, writing shows an initial dominance of personal meaning and
a possible gradual evolution of meaning from personal to social levels.

Instruction in writing, furthermore, which concentrates on standard
forms rather than on formation asks writers to make meaning evolve

primarily from the opposite direction, from the social to the personal.
The direction in the evolution of meaning determines who controls its

formation.

When the teacher is in control all or most of the time, the
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teacher possesses independence in the formation of meaning.

The stu-

dent depends on the teacher and does not practice the formation of

meaning; consequently, there is no evolution toward autonomy and toward

autonomous and explicit meaning.
syncratic

Writing remains abbreviated and idio-

.

Central to that concept of autonomy is the description of word

meanings as dynamic.
not static.

The relationship between word and referent is

Word meanings evolve (Vygotsky, 1934/1962,

p.

124).

That

observation is evident in the evolution of word meanings visible in
the history of language and in the course of language acquisition and

development in young children.

What is not so obvious is that in addi-

tion to their historical and developmental evolution, word meanings

evolve along a psychological dimension.
One way to understand the psychological evolution of word meanings
is

to characterize word meaning as an interaction of personal and so-

cial levels of meaning.

The meaning of words is never fixed or inviol-

able, except perhaps in dictionaries.

Even the dictionary, however,

does not provide permanently fixed meanings.

The true semantic values

of words cannot be represented in lists of words and their definitions,

since words in isolation from linguistic, psychological, situational,
conand cultural contexts do not carry the variations in meaning those

texts create.

Every word belongs to a personal lexicon as well as a

public or shared one.

The language user, at the point of every spoken

word meaning
utterance or written text, combines a personal sense of

with a social sense.

That combination is the formation of word meaning
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through the interaction of intuitive, subjective,
concrete senses of

words with rational, objective, abstract senses.
The combination of personal and social senses of words,
or levels
of meaning is apparent in Sapir's

(1949) tracing of referential symbol-

ism to its condensational counterpart, a distinction related
to his
(1970) division of the functions of language into two broad categories,

the expressive, revealing the person or speaker, and the referential,

revealing the subject of discourse.

Those categories become for Britton

the major divisions of spoken (1970) and written (1975; Britton et al.,

language, since Britton claims that his poetic and transactional

1975)

categories develop from the expressive as language is made to fit the
situation.

The same categories form the basis of Emig's (1971) classi-

fication of writing into reflexive and extensive modes.

The implication

would seem to be that the categories tending toward the personal, the
expressive, poetic, or reflexive categories, can be separated in a de-

velopmental sequence from the categories tending toward the transpersonal,

the referential, transactional, or extensive.

In that sequential

arrangement, personal ^thought and feeling are replaced by reason, concrete concerns by abstract ones, the subjective gives way to the objective,

the intuitive to the cognitive.

neat, linear arrangement.

But Sapir will not allow that

Just as soon as he separates the condensa-

tional from the referential, he puts them back together by showing how
the one permeates the other (Sapir,

1949).^

The interaction of levels of personal and social significance in

word meaning is also suggested by debates in various fields of language
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study.

Thus, Piaget (1926/1955) argues that language
develops in a

personal to social direction, and Vygotsky
(1934/1962) counters with
a

description of language as social in origin and
development moving

toward the increasingly individual.

Similarly, the debate over lin-

guistic relativity and linguistic determinism tries
to decide the extent to which language conventions and forms control
and dominate or,
on the other hand, free and serve, individual perception,
thought, and

expression (see, for example, Whorf, 1956, versus Slobin, 1971).

Other

debates in language study, such as those between rival research or

epistemological traditions

— behaviorist

versus cognitive psychologies

or empiricist versus rationalist philosophies, for example

— reflect

the

same tension between objective and subjective knowing that is charac-

teristic of the interaction between personal and social levels of word
meaning.

There is a sense in which both reality and language have objective
existence.

Neither the referential total represented by an utterance

or text nor the various linguistic systems comprising that representa-

tion are invented by the language user.

There is another sense, how-

ever, in which neither real referents not representative language are

preformed or objective, and both can be described as formed by the language user.

The objects and relationships that comprise reality and

the orthographic,

lexical, syntactic, and textual (Halliday & Hasan,

1976) systems that comprise written language exist apart from the writer

and yet must be integrated within, determined or formed or learned
through, the thought and feeling of the writer.
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Words are made meaningful when social reference,
shared

.and

rela-

tively objective, interacts with personal thought,
private and relatively subjective.

That interaction can produce a wide variety of meanings

depending on whether social or personal senses of words are dominant.
Each of the following essays are first drafts written by twelfth
grade

writers in response to the assignment "Tell How a Bicycle Works."
phrase is made meaningful by the writers in two different ways.

That
The

first writer describes a bicycle’s power mechanism in relatively objec-

tive terms:

Essay

1:

A bicycle is a two-wheeled method of transportation.

Since its invention, over a century ago, it has been enjoyed by

adults and children all over the world.

A bicycle operates by rear wheel drive.
there is a small sprocket.

This sprocket is turned by a chain

which is turned by a larger sprocket.
set levers called pedals.

On the back wheel hub,

On this sprocket are off-

These are turned by the rider's feet.

The method of steering is simple.

The front wheel is mounted on

forks which in turn is mounted through the front part of the
frame.

This fork is swiveled by rotary motion of the handlebar.

Brakes are applied in either or both of two ways.

Coaster brakes

or foot brakes apply outward pressure on the inside of the rear

wheel-hub.

Hand or Caliper brakes, which operate by levers on the

handlebars, these brakes when applied squeeze the rim of front or
rear tire, with rubber pads or shoes.
the bicycle.

This squeezing action stops

54

In that description,

the writer develops the subject, how
a bi-

cycle works, in terms of related bicycle parts.

Power, for example, is

transferred from the rider’s feet to the rear wheel
because of the way
the parts of the bicycle are connected to each
other.

named and their functions described.

Those parts are

The essay is objective compared

to the following essay:

Essay

2:

A bicycle won't work unless someone is riding it.

In order for a bicycle to work someone must peddle it and

steer it.

When you peddle the bike the chain goes around

in a big circle, which makes the wheels turns.

Always

remember that if you don't ballance the bike it will fall.

1

2

3

4

5

In this second essay, a bicycle is described as working not so much

by related parts, as in Essay 1, as by the relationship between bicycle

and rider.
(lines

3

The rider is first labeled someone (line 1) and then you

and 5) implying that this writer is making "How a Bicycle

Works" meaningful in a more subjective manner than the writer in Essay

1.

By emphasizing a person, the rider, the essay suggests the personal, the

writer.

The essay seems to be saying "this is what

cycle work."

I

do to make a bi-

The workings of a bicycle in this second example depend

on conditions inherent in the rider's ability to pedal, steer, and

balance, -not on a particular and constant arrangement of bicycle parts.
The writing in Essay

2

may be determined to be abbreviated and

idiosyncratic because the relationships between bicycle parts and between bicycle and rider are not developed.

The reader, for example,

must work out the details implicit in the connection between the
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circular motion of the chain and the wheels
turning.

The parts of the

bicycle's power mechanism and how they are
functionally related constitute a personal level of meaning in Essay
2.

The writing can be de-

scribed as pointing away from the text, as in
the causal relation suggested in lines

3

relation explicit.

and 4, toward a real bicycle necessary to make
that
The writing can also be described as pointing
away

from the text toward the writer's subjective
perception and thought,
since the writer is not examining a real bicycle, but
rather a cognitive representation of a bicycle and a rider, while writing.
To ask the writer to revise Essay

apparent in Essay

1

2

in the direction of the objec-

is to risk disconnecting the writing from

the writer's personal meaning.

The author of Essay

2

has attempted to

describe how a bicycle works in terms of a relationship between rider
and bicycle, and subsequent revisions of the essay should respect that

basis for making the subject meaningful.

It may be that the writer

wants to explore the complexities involved in pedaling, steering, and

balancing that set of a bicycle in motion, or it may be that the writer
wants to connect chain goes around (line
a more precise causal sequence.

3)

and wheels turn (line 4) in

In both cases

(or in others,

including

the possibility that the writer sees the workings of a bicycle as non-

sense not worth writing about)

,

the writer should be permitted to struc

ture her own representation of reality in written language.

If the rep

resentation and the language are to evolve from personal to social
levels, they must do so together.
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That recommendation is dictated by the
dominance of personal meaning in the writing of beginning writers.

Abbreviation and idiosyncrasy

are symptomatic of that dominance which in
turn can be attributed to a

lack of autonomy with written language.

The Dominance of Personal Meaning
in the Writing of Beginning V^?riters

Beginning writers lack autonomy

.

A necessary dependence on spoken

language dominates their writing, and abbreviation and idiosyncrasy

show up as a result.

A realignment of primary language functions from

the interpersonal to the ideational creates the demand for greater ex-

plicitness, and at the same time, makes the explicit representation of

meaning difficult.

Dominant phonetic and syntactic habits and cogni-

tive patterns of representing meaning, learned through speaking, make

personal meanings dominate the interaction of personal and social
levels of meaning.

In talk or dialogue, people grapple with experience together,

cooperatively, and words are therefore close to psychological, situational, and cultural contexts of meanings for all participants.

The

back and forth pursuit of meaning often characteristic of the exchange
of ideas between speakers in dialogue, the simple fact that people

talking take turns talking, is what writing lacks.

In writing or mono-

logue, people grapple with experience separately, and thus words are

more removed from shared external contexts, situational and cultural
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referents for words (Malinowski, 1923). than
in dialogue.

In talk,

the

interaction between personal and social levels
of word meanings may be
an integral part of the total interaction
between speakers.

In writing,

much of that total is missing, and meaning shifts
inward toward personal
sense and syntax.

Vygotsky's (1934/1962) concept of inner speech can be
used to describe those personal contexts of meaning.

Like Piaget's (1926/1955)

egocentric speech, inner speech places an emphasis on the personal
uses
of words.

In egocentric speech, words are the accompaniment of actions,

especially of play, and even, as Luria (1961) reasons, serve a regulatory function; words are used to control actions.

In inner speech,

it

can be said that words are used to shape or control thought, since

Vygotsky is really offering in his concept of inner speech a way of

characterizing the intersection of thought and speech.

Pure thought is

certainly private or personal in nature, since it is only when thought
is united

with form that thought becomes available for transformation

into expression.

What Vygotsky is adding is the observation that in

the transformation of thought into speech or writing there is an identi-

fiable plane of personal meanings which dominate communicative ones.

Vygotsky argues that in inner speech, there are semantic and syntactic forms that serve well the function of thinking with words.

This

is a phenomenon similar to what writers and critics call stream of con-

sciousness, and Vygotsky describes it as, semantically, a dominance of
fi

word sense° over meaning and, syntactically, the dominance of predication, since the subject of thought is always readily available to the
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thinker.

Vygotsky further describes inner speech repeatedly
as con-

densed and abbreviated.

Here, then,

is

the instrument or vehicle for

representation which is always an operation of condensation.

Interest-*

ingly, representation emerges as the reverse of
communication, and for

inner speech to become communicative, it must start with
personal, idio-

syncratic sense and syntax.
The following examples, produced by tenth grade writers in response
to the assignment

Describe a Person,” illustrate the semantic dominance

of sense over meaning and the syntactic dominance of predication.

In

the first example, the writer describes his sister by listing observ-

able aspects of her appearance and behavior:
She is a girl she stands about

5 ’4".

She has black hair.

1

It is naturally curly its cut short because its easyer to take

2

care of.

3

She has brown eyes.

She doesn't wear any make up.

She's averagely pretty also has pierced ears
old.

She is 18 years

She wears jeans and pullover tops to school.

smokes

4

5

wears furry socks and earth shoes shes very picky

6

about things everyone else does she is very sensitive but trys

7

cigarettes,

The only

8

When she is

9

done with her gum she just rolls it up in a ball and puts it

10

to hide it by acting tough

But she can't hide it.

thing she has for breakfast is a glass of milk.

on the coffee table.

Most of the time she gets late she is in 11

twelth grade and is too lazy to get a job and she admits it.
her report card is no big deal at all.

Her hobbies she

collects giraffes and assorted stuffed animals.

12

13
1'^
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That example shows the dominance of a
personal level of meaning.
Words, phrases, and sentences seem to point
to real, visible attributes
and habits of the writer's sister.

Those attributes and habits are not

connected to the sister, though, because the connection
is not made explicit in the writing.

The writer is making words signify but not rep-

resent perception and experience.
in the writing.

A pattern of connectedness is missing

The reader, for example, cannot tell if the writer

wanted the various references to his sister’s not exerting herself, suggested in hair length easyer to take care of (lines
dress (line 5)

,

2

in the disposal of gum (lines 9 to 11)

and 3), in casual
,

in eating habits

(line 9), in getting up late (line 11), getting a job (line 12), or get-

ting grades

(lines 12 and 13), to be related or not.

are related only by collection or juxtaposition.

Those attributes

According to Vygotsky’s

concept of inner speech, the writer is concentrating on
person, and listing predicates.

a

subject, a

As a result, attributes that could be

connected to the subject are, in fact, only juxtaposed, not related, in
the writing.

Perhaps the most significant evidence of predication is

that the writer never names his sister.

The subject remains the writer’s

personal business.
The writer also uses the semantic abbreviation discussed by

Vygotsky.

Phrases and words like averagely pretty (line

about things (lines

6

and 7), and acting tough (line

of personal sense over social meaning.
the writer means by those labels.

mantic abbreviation shows up:

8)

4)

,

very picky

show a dominance

The reader cannot be sure what

In the second example,

the same se-

^
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This person

have now describe his name is

1

he is 18 with a Redish Brown Fro, Brown eyes
and his com-

2

I

plection is m-brown.

He weigh about 145 his height is about

5/8 he think he so fine.

stay on 101 Ashley St.

He like to boss you around.

3

He

4

He dropped out of school and he gose

5

to the T Bird a lot it is a bar on the corner of Walnut and

Cendar St.
to do

6

And he don’t like for anybody to tell him what

7

We have a nice time together but he always trying to

8

boss me around and not only me his sister or who ever he

9

gose with.

10

In this example, semantic abbreviation is evident in boss you

around (line
7

4)

,

in don’t like for anybody to tell him what to do (lines

and 8), in nice time together (line 8), and in he always trying to

boss me around (lines 8 and 9)

.

That nice time together and trying to

boss me around are connected by the conjunction but in lines

8

and

9

again suggests the dominance of predication that results in ideas being
related only by juxtaposition.
8

and

9)

The conjunctions but

,

and and or (lines

suggest that the writer is comparing and contrasting perceived

similarities and dissimilarities, as we noticed in Chapter II.
The two examples just considered show the dominance of predication
and semantic abbreviation described by Vygotsky.

Words and meanings

are used in a personal, seemingly random manner.

Readers are not aware

of the relatedness between real person and written representation be-

cause that representation stops at the writer’s personal level of meaning.

The subject of the writing remains subjective.
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The Interaction of Formation
and Communication in Writing

Viewing the evolution of word meanings as an interaction of personal and social levels of meaning leads to the conclusion that
communica-

tion and formation are one, united by language.

The transfer of meaning

is the simultaneous or delayed realization of meaning by both parties

involved in that transfer.

Communication involves the interplay of three sets of influences
on meaning:

the speaker's or writer's attempt to realize meaning, the

listener's or reader's attempt to interpret or realize the same meaning,
and the properties of language that allow meaning to be realized.

That

third set of influences is the meeting ground for the other two, since
the transfer of meaning must be accomplished primarily through the prop-

erties of the language used; non-linguistic clues to meaning can either

support or detract from, but cannot by themselves realize, the meanings

intended by either party in the language transaction.

Those properties

of language are contained in the semantic and syntactic systems of the

language and create expectations:

that sounds or written marks will

refer to words which in turn make reference to meanings, and that all
that reference will be accomplished in recognizable, conventional ways.

Personal meanings, those intended (and unintended) by the speaker/

writer must be formed and connected in ways selected from those permitted
by language if realization of meaning is going to happen in a way that

permits a similar meaning to become available to interpretation by the
listener /reader.

g
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Formative and communicative aspects of language
are united in language.

Learning to form meaning and to communicate
meaning happen si-

multaneously as language is learned and used.

The development of

autonomy, independence in forming word meaning,
depends on practice

with discovering communicative words, relationships,
and personal meanings together.

That discovery involves learning the written language

system at the same time that writing is used to structure
meaning.
The unity of formation and communication and their simultaneous

evolution can be illustrated by a case study showing the evolution of

meaning in writing.

In the following example, a tenth grade writer

makes personal perception and experience gradually more communicative
as she works on her essay.

The first draft records the experience and

suggests its impact on the writer:
It was on a very hot Night in August and I was working the

1

3-11 shift at

2

Nursing home.

There was this lady in room 29 who was very sick and for days

3

she had not been her self.

4

She had three other room mates,

they new something was wrong because we kept the curtain

5

around the bed closed so no one would bother her.

6

For about

three days she was running a fever, about 102 we tryed every-

7

thing to make it come down but it wouldn't about five months

8

before that she started to acted strang at meal times she

9

didn't want to eat because she said that she didn't have any

money to pay for it.

We told her that it was free and that

she should eat. She didn't so we had to force it down her.

10
11
12

t

:
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but that didn't eather.

Well that after noon she started to

get real sick she was gasping for air.

13

The charge nurse told

14

us to rub her down with ale because
the fever was getting

high.

15

We couldn't do anything for her, so they
called the

doctor.

minits

16

He came about an hour later he was with her for
ten

17

Then he told me to go in and stay with her she wasn't

18

feeling any pain the doctor went to fill out her chart
at
that time

I

did't know what was going to happen, maybe

did but I didn

t

want to believe it.

19

20

I

When we went to turn

21

her to one side to make her comfortable, she was dead.

22

The teacher read the first draft and praised the writer for holding
the reader's interest.

The teacher also explained that the sequence of

events could be made clearer if the long second paragraph became two or

more shorter ones.

The teacher asked the writer to draw slash (/) lines

where new paragraphs might begin.
had drawn lines between wouldn'

well (line 13)

,

When the teacher returned, the writer
and about (line

and between chart and

busy on draft number two.

^

8)

(line 19)

.

,

between eather and
The writer was

When that draft was finished, the teacher

asked the writer if she could reveal more of her feelings in paragraph
three
At that time
did but

I

I

didn't know what was going to happen.

Maybe

I

didn't want to believe it.

That paragraph was then expanded by the writer to this:
At that time

but

I

I

didn't know what was going to happen, maybe

didn't want to believe it.

I

did

Many thoughts were going through

:
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my head, so many

started to sweat.

I

couldn't Count them.

at that time my hands

One of my thoughts was what can

never been in this position before why me

watch hoping it would be 11:00 so

I

I

I

do.

I

have

kept looking at my

could go home, but it was

still early.
Two more drafts of the essay followed, one each for sentence
(punc-

tuation and capitalization) problems and for spelling.
finished, and the writer went on to other tasks.

The essay was

Two months later,

the teacher asked the writer if she would permit her nursing home essay
to be used for a project involving the training of English teachers.

The writer agreed.

After reading the essay again, however, she appar-

ently decided that it was not ready to show to that audience.

derlined this lady (see first draft, line

3)

She un-

and She wasn't feeling any

pain (lines 18 and 19), and asked the teacher if she could change those.
She worked very hard, as indicated by this transcript of the writer's

revisions which uses brackets to show what she wrote and then crossed
out

There was a very ‘sick old lady who was 89-year of age [This lady
sleeped in room 29] ever[y] since she came [there] to.

She had

been sick for day and also was not here self during this time
[This lady

There was a very sick old lady who was 89 years old.

sleeped in room 29 ever since she came to
There was this old lady who was 89 years of age.
29 and sleeps in room 29]

.

She had]

[she was in room

then he went to fill out her chart this

lady wasn't feel any pain, and if she was she wouldn

t

of known.
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because her fever was so high she was out of it.
There was this sick old la
In room 29 there was a very sick old lady [who was
89 years of
age.

This lady one who was a]

was told by one of the other

I

aides that she had [come]
[There was a very sick old lady.]
In room 29 there was a very sick old lady who was sick and had

been sick fo day one of the aide told me she was dy dieing dying
of Cancer

This lady wasn’t feeling any pain, and if she was she wouldn’t
of known because her fever was so high she was out of it at this

moment she wasn’t feeling any pain and if she wouldn’t have knon

because the fever was so high.

She was more [like in] a half un-

consciousness
The writer then produced the final, fifth, draft of her essay:
It was on a very hot night in August and

shift at

I

was working the 3-11

Nursing Home.

In room 29 there was a very sick old lady who had been sick for
days.

One of the aides told me she was dying of cancer.

She had

three other roommates, who knew something was wrong because we

kept the curtain around the bed closed so no one would bother her.
For about three days she had been running a fever, about 102.

We

tried everything to make the fever come down but it wouldn’t.

About five months before that she had started to act strange at
meal times.

She didn’t want to eat because she said that she
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didn't have any money to pay for it.
that she should eat.

We told her it was free and

She didn't so we had to force it down her,

but that didn't work either.

Well, that afternoon she started to get real sick.
for air.

She was gasping

The charge nurse told us to rub her down with alcohol be-

cause the fever was getting higher.
her, so they called the doctor.

We couldn't do anything for

He came in about an hour later.

He was with her for ten minutes, then he told me to go in and stay

with her.

Then he went to fill out her chart.

At that time

but

I

I

didn't know what was going to happen.

didn't want to believe it.

Maybe

did,

I

At this moment she wasn't feel-

ing any pain and if she was she wouldn't have known it because the

fever was so high, and she was almost unconscious.

were going through my head, so many

I

Many thoughts

couldn't even count them.

My hands started to sweat, one of my thoughts was what could
I

have never been in this position before?

at my watch hoping it would be 11:00 so

I

Why me?

I

I

do,

kept looking

could go home, but it was

still early.

Another aide came in and when we went to turn her to one side to
make her comfortable, she was dead.

The changes from this lady to a very sick old lady who had been

sick for days and from She wasn't feeling any pain to she wasn't feeling
any pain and if she was she wouldn't have known it because the fever was
so high,

and she was almost unconscious illustrate the formation of
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meaning.

In each change, a clarifying subordinate
clause was attached

to a main clause,

and the writer's meaning becomes less abbreviated,

less personal, and more communicative.

The changes, furthermore, il-

lustrate the interaction of formation and communication, since
the
changes were apparently motivated by the desire to make writing
acceptable for a particular audience.

The Dominance of Social Meaning
in the Teaching of Writing

Teachers of writing and inexperienced writers approach writing
from relatively opposite ends of experience with writing.

Teachers de-

pend less on spoken language forms when dealing with written language.
As in Shaughnessy

(1977),

teachers are therefore likely to view speak-

ing and writing as separate and competing, to view spoken language

habits as the source of errors in student writing, and to view obedience
of the conventions of written language as the way to eliminate those

errors.

Teachers, thus, might often teach writing as if spoken and

written language were counter-active and not interactive.
One possible result of that teaching is that the direction in the

evolution of meaning becomes reversed.

A personal to social direction,

the writer's, becomes a social to personal direction.

Students do not

practice the formation of meaning as much as they practice the substitution of social meaning, inspired or formed by teachers, for their own.

Given abbreviated and idiosyncratic student writing, instruction which

:
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emphasizes the conventions of writing may reinforce
that writing.

The

substitution of standard forms takes the place of
the formation of

meaning necessary to make abbreviated and idiosyncratic
writing more
explicit.

Social meanings are emphasized when instruction in writing
favors
the conventions of written language.

That emphasis, and the substitu-

tion of teacher inspired meaning for the student’s own, are
illustrated
in the following transcript which presents an excerpt from a taped
con-

ference between a teacher and a tenth grade writer.^

The subject of

the transcript is the first draft of a paragraph written by the student
as part of an essay entitled, "Selecting a Drum set":

You should try to get something in "your class."
after time people make that mistake.

Time

They will either get

a set that is too small and unexpandable

.

By this I mean

1

2

3

that it is hard to add on to your set, or they will get

4

one that is so big that they don’t know what to do with

5

them.

6

That paragraph changes as the teacher and student discuss it during
the conference.

The teacher opens with a statement of written language

convention
Teacher

— When

you use an "either", you have to come up with an

1

"or", and if you don’t come up with an "or", your sentence is

2

incomplete.

^

Student
line 4]

— Or.

[Apparently pointing to that word in the text,

4
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But it's way down here, and this is a
capital [^, line 3].

T

This threw me off.
No;

S

T

I

think

I

Did you mean another sentence here?

meant a comma, see, see cause

I.

.

7

8

.

But this is really a separate sentence.

Right, but when

S

tell 'em what

said "unexpandable"

I

,

9
I

wanted to, uh,

meant by "unexpandable", you know.

I

'Cause

didn't want to just leave it like that, 'cause then they'll

I

be thinking What does he mean by "unexpandable"?

— Ok,

T

you're right.

6

10
11
12

13

So let's see if there's a better way

14

that we can do it, because you've actually injected a sep-

15

arate sentence in here, and you should make it a clause.

16

S

— So,

so why don't I just,

urn,

take out "unexpandable" and

17

put in the meaning instead, saying, "it's too small, and

18

it's too hard to add on to

19

— Right.
S — And so
T — Right.

All you.

T

.

.

.

."

20

.

forth.

21

All you need to do is cross out this [crosses out

By this I mean that it is

,

lines

3

and 4.]

"They will either

get a set that is too small and unexpandable" comma "hard to

And that explains that [Apparently pointing to

add on to."

revision of student's sentence, lines

S— Well
T

— This

I.

is a.

add on to."
pause]

.

2,

3,

22

23
24
25

26

4.]

27

.

.

.

Set off by commas, "unexpandable, hard to

It's an explanation of unexpandable, "or"

Now, you can't do this.

started by talking about "a set."

"Them" is a plural.

[Brief

You ve

Set is singular, so you

28
29

30

31
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have to come up with a singular pronoun,
because it refers

back to

set".

Unless you want to change "sets" to a plural:

"They will either get sets that are too small and
unexpand-

32

33
34

able, or"

S— I

think I'd rather keep that "a set."

It.

What word for "them"?36

"They will get one that is so big that they don't

know what to do with

The student
sation.

s

37

38

paragraph changes during the course of that conver-

The changes, adding an appositional phrase in place of a pre-

positional phrase, and making the plural them singular, are made by
the teacher.

decide.

In the case of the plural, the teacher lets the student

In the case of the apposition,

the student, according to his

comment in lines 17, 18, and 19 of the tape, would, if permitted, change
his paragraph differently.

The second draft of the paragraph, however,

reflects the teacher's changes:

You should try to get something in "your class."
after time people make that mistake.

Time

They will either get

a set that is too small and unexpandable

,

1

2

hard to add on to,

3

or they will get one that is so big that they don't know

4

what to do with it.

5

During a subsequent conference, the teacher responds to that second
draft and says, "I would combine these two," in reference to the second
two sentences.

She changes that to the in line

line 2, and eliminates will in line 4.

porates those changes:

2,

they will to o£ in

The student's third draft incor-
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You should try to get something in "your elass."

Time after

1

time people make the mistake of either getting a set
that is

2

too small and unexpandable

,

hard to add on to, or they get

one that is so big that they don't know what to do with it.

3

4

If the first, second, and third drafts of the paragraph are
com-

pared, meaning has evolved from the abbreviated and idiosyncratic to
the explicit and well— formed.

The third draft communicates more clearly

and violates fewer writing conventions than the others.
though, has not made those improvements.

The writer,

The teacher has.

Because the teacher controls the formation of meaning, the above
transcript illustrates the autonomy of the writer becoming the autonomy
of the teacher.
ing.

The teacher dominates the formation of meaning in writ-

The student substitutes the teacher's words for his own.

Another transcript illustrates how the teacher's meaning might
cause the student's to become lost.

In this second transcript, the

writer and teacher discuss the following paragraph:

When you play the piano your hand, fingers always have to stay
In piano you

2

When you sit down you always have

3

in a curve position like your holding a ball.

have a sitting position.

1

your back straight with your feet together flat on the floor,

4

so you can play much better, and keep your eyes on your music

5

at all times, not on your fingers.

6

The transcript of the conference, again, shows the dominance of
the teacher and of social, conventional meaning in writing.

This time.

:
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there is a clear reference Co the difference
between spoken and written

language

Teacher

This is not clear.

"When you play the piano your

1

hands, fingers always."

Do you want both of them in there?

2

Your hands and fingers?

Then no comma.

3

"When you play the

piano your hands and [writes and in place of comma,
line
fingers.

1]

4

And in fact if you leave out the pronoun, the pos-

5

sessive pronoun, and make it more general, then anybody could

6

take the instruction without, uh, thinking that you're singling

7

out a single reader to talk to.

8

can avoid it.

[Changes your

Curve^ [line 2].
2].

,

Don't use pronouns, when you

line

"Like you are."

And you don't want "like".

like to as if , line 2.]

want "you were."

1

to the

Use the "the".

]

You are [Changes your
You want "as if."

,

line

[Changes

And you don't want "you are," you

Now this is talking about the hand, right?

9

10
11
12

13

When you talk about sitting, that's a separate idea, so it

14

should be a separate paragraph.

15

Student
T

—I

— Well

Shouldn't it?

thought some people confuse these.

that's what

I

mean.

Here you're talking about your

hands, and this is talking about sitting.

I

17

18

Now, "in piano,"

19

know that sometimes people speak that way, but on

20

you should put it in a separate paragraph.
[line 2]

So I would say that

16

paper you don't want to say that.

"When playing" [writes when

playing the above piano

You don't need that, because 22

,

line 2].

this is what you want to say.

Always eliminate words that

21

23

.
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aren't necessary.

[

You have a sitting position

.

When you sit

down you, line 3, is crossed out by the
teacher.]

24
25

The student's only comment (line 15) is brief
and barely audible
on the tape.

It is possible,

though, that by the word these the stu-

dent meant the positions of the fingers and the back
while playing the
piano.

The teacher assumes the student meant unrelated hands and
sit-

ting which, she argues, do not belong in the same paragraph.

The stu-

dent might actually be aiming for a comparison of the curved position
of the fingers and the straight position of the back.

Perhaps the con-

fusion the student has referred to in the transcript describes a confusion she experienced while learning to play the piano.

That interpretation, though, may not be accurate.

IThat

the stu-

dent means is lost as social meaning, conventional and teacher delivered,
comes to dominate personal meaning.

^That

the student means cannot be

clearly identified because the autonomy of the writer belongs to the
teacher.

own

The teacher's meaning has been substituted for the student's

CHAPTER

IV

THE AUTONOMY OF THE TEACHER

Classroom Language Interaction and Writing

Up to this point,

the causes of abbreviated and idiosyncratic stu-

dent writing have been discussed in terras of relative positions on a

scale of literacy skills.

Inexperienced writers operate at one end of

that scale, and their teachers approach written language from the other.

Abbreviation and idiosyncrasy characterize the personal end of

a person-

al to social pattern dominating the evolution of meaning in writing.

Those characteristics result from the context dependent representation
of meaning typical of everyday spoken language and inner speech.

Teachers of writing often show a preference for a social to personal

pattern governing the formation of meaning.
actually reinforce the first.

That second pattern might

Students might not work their way out of

abbreviation and idiosyncrasy if control over the formation of context
independent meaning belongs to the teacher.

Student writers practice

substituting, not forming, meaning.

Patterns in the formation of meaning have been described in terms
of the autonomy of the writer.

Yet teachers of writing possess auton-

omy that is not only related to advanced literacy but to the role of
the teacher as agent of socialization as well.

That role is what per-

mits teachers of writing to control the formation of meaning in student
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writing.

The exercise of control is not so much a denial of
the auton-

omy of the writer as an affirmation of the autonomy of
the teacher.
In Chapter III, autonomy was defined as independence in
the forma-

tion of meaning.

This chapter expands that concept to include classroom

language interaction in general, a larger category that contains language interaction which is part of writing and its teaching.

Dominant

patterns of secondary classroom language behavior are reflected in the
teaching of writing.

Those patterns are influenced by role relation-

ships in the classroom and probably predetermine much of what happens
in the teaching and learning of literacy skills.

Studies of language behavior in secondary classrooms (such as
Bellack, Kliebard, Hyman

&

Smith, 1966; Barnes, Britton & Rosen, 1969)

show that behavior to be predominantly one-way, directed from teachers
and toward students.

Teachers control both the quantity and impersonal,

objective quality of classroom language by doing most of the talking.
For teachers language is used actively as an instrument to form meaning
and as the medium to communicate meaning to students.

language is used much more passively.

For students

Students are repeatedly asked

to accept prescribed meanings conveyed by teacher and textbook lan-

guage, not to use language to structure meaning for themselves.

Classroom language interaction, thus, for students shows the
same pattern of meaning evolving from social to personal levels as
does the teaching of writing.

That similarity, and the dominance and

control of teachers, is illustrated below by juxtaposing a sample of

classroom language that does not deal with writing with one that does.
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Both samples are excerpts from transcribed tapes of
classroom language.
The first transcript

is part of a 40-minute eleventh grade
English

class lesson during which words that have been assigned
^or homework,
as an exercise in using the dictionary, are being
discussed:

Teacher

— Number

Several Students

obsolete

6,

— no

i

.

longer in use.

— No longer in use.
S — Only one.
T — 'Out of date,' probably' 11

T

.

2

3

.

^

cover the thing best.

So,

for

example, uh, the reason 'no longer in use' wouldn't necessarily
fit is.

.

.if you

take something like a biplane, an antique

5

6

7

from World War I, they still have them, they're bought, and if

8

you take care of the thing properly, and get a mechanic who

9

knows what he's doing, and if you can either find, or you can

10

make the spare parts which some people do, you can still use

11

'em.

They are in use.

But they're really out of date.

12

I

mean, uh, no matter how far down the line your National Guard

13

base happens to be in terms of priority, you're not going to

14

find a Spad lying around on the field for training purposes.

15

So, something is out of date, a, uh, all right, a Model

16

is obsolete, but it's still fun to have.

them in working condition.

wouldn't use it as

a

You can still find

S

7,

sibling

18

So some-

19

regular car for getting around.

— Offspring

.

of parents.

17

But, on the other hand, you really

thing that's out of date, past its time, is obsolete.

number

Ford

Uh,

20

.
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The comments by students in that excerpt are
representative of

what they say throughout the entire transcript.

Students speak here in

sentence fragments; there is no connecting or developing
of ideas in

what they say.

The long paragraph delivered by the teacher, however,

does provide such connections.
quence.

His paragraph is a well-integrated se-

Two main strands of thought are logically developed, one moving

from the concept obsolete to the synonym out of date which is then illustrated by the examples of a biplane and a Model A Ford; intertwined

with that line of thought

is

another showing why 'no longer in use' is

an acceptable, but not quite as accurate, second synonym for the same

concept.

The teacher is developing a subtle distinction in meanings

for the word obsolete and, at the same time, joining those meanings,

by necessarily (line 6) and by But, on the other hand (line 18)

That transcribed paragraph illustrates the autonomy of the teacher.
The teacher is independently forming meaning.

The abstract concept rep-

resented by obsolete becomes meaningful not by using the dictionary as
much as by becoming attached to perception and experience.
is

The concept

tied to particular percepts, just as the concepts of using and not

using (lines 11 and 19, for example) are traceable to the perceptible
sounds of student voices (lines

2

and

3)

.

The word obsolete

,

for the

teacher, means what it does because it represents and provides a social
of communicable label for personal experience.

For students, though,

the meaning of obsolete depends on the teacher's presentation of a pre-

formed meaning for that word.

If obsolete carries any personal or ex-

periential meaning for students, that meaning remains unexpressed and,

a
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at best, must be incorporated within the
meaning formed by the teacher.

The teacher dominates and controls the evolution
of meaning.

That same dominance and control carries over into language
interaction in the composition classroom.

In the following transcript

,

teacher introduces a writing assignment that asks the five
students

present to identify and discuss forces which influence their decision-

making processes.

The teacher has listed four examples of such forces

(laws, previous decisions, social pressures, parents) on the blackboard,

and he lists three others there (sex, race, age) during this excerpt:

Teacher

— Now,

certainly these four that we've listed don't com-

prise all of the pressures.

pressure that was on me.

I

I

can remember one

That, a force that was something, it

was a political force.
the draft.

For instance,

It was the war in Vietnam.

didn't want to go to Vietnam.

All right,

That was a force

coming from outside of the society, that influenced me.

— [Indecipherable question]
Or how about money?
T — Yeah.
I

I

a man, all right,
I

There's a lot of things, I'm

can't do them.
All right?

for instance, sex.

— Right, right.
T — Obviously, just

All right?

Or, how about say,

In other words, because

there are certain things that

can't have a baby.

.

3

4
5

7

would like to do or you would like to do, uh, but

without money

2

6

S

sure that

1

I

I

am

can't do.

8
9

10
11
12

.

S

this?

to, you know.

.

.

.

However, what about

Haven't you heard a lot of talk in terms of the fact

16

—
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that there is a discrimination against women?

Right?

could add, another force would be, maybe, race.

Age.

We

17

Did

18

you ever try to get a certain kind of job and they say
you're

19

too young?

2o

S~Yup.

21

Things of that sort?

T

SI

How about personal.

.

22

.

Is that "race" for racial discrimination?

23

T—Yeah.

24

51

That's another force.

25

52

No.

26

SI

— Not

53

really.

27

Don’t tell me that.

— What do you mean?
T — In other words, that.
SI —
get by being black

28

SI

I

black womens.
54

— What about
SI — They like

.

30

.

I

— O.K.

31

can't speak for all of 'em.

32

I’m a Jew.

33

[laughter from students] white women?

white women, too.

Everybody just like everybody.
T

White men like

[indecipherable].

Some of 'em.

Are you a Jew?

T

29

Black men like white women.
Just look at people like ind.

Then, this wouldn’t be a force.

Remember when

he made a decision to cut his hair.

I

35

.

His hair, though.

And

cut his hair.

said to me, "I cut my hair because

future.

34

came in and

want to get a job."
Right?

36

37

38

Now

In terms of his

Because people were coming down on him because of the

way his hair looked.

.

39

40
41
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— How

S

SI
T

did it look?

43

So he did it to please somebody else, right?

— Yeah,

and to further himself.

give you about half an hour now.

What
.

I

44

would like to do is

45
46

.

In this excerpt, again, the longer contributions to language in-

teraction are made by the teacher.

When ideas are connected

other and to experience, the teacher is talking.

to each

The teacher, for ex-

ample, connects the concept pressure with his own experience with the

military draft.

The teacher also attempts to connect that concept with

student experience, as in the references to money (lines
and to discrimination based on sex (line 17)
(line 18), and hair length (lines 37-42).
the teacher doing the connecting.

,

8

and 10).

race (line 18)

,

age

In each case, though, it is

Students are not allowed to make the

concept of pressures that control decisions meaningful for themselves,

except in asides, as in lines 25 and 27, and in line 33.

Those side

conversations are really isolated remarks and are not incorporated into
the main dialogue.
in line 33,

If religious forces are on the mind of the student

those forces do not get fully expressed.

The one student

who does attempt to connect forces or pressures to her experience with
racial discrimination fails when the teacher dismisses the connection
(line 37).

Ironically, the discussion of forces that control decisions in
life may have controlled student decisions in writing.
the transcript,

At the end of

the students were allowed to write on the assigned topic

the
and their writing generally fits the structure established by

.
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teacher, as in this opening paragraph from one of
the student essays:
One force that

I

have come across in my decision-making for the

future has to do with my sex.
I

I

feel that because

have to prepare myself for the future.

I

I

feel that

am a woman,
I

have to

be able to depend on myself and not be totally dependent on other

people

The writer of that paragraph appears to have depended on the teacher

s

interpretation of the assignment.

If so, in making the assignment

and in dominating the prewriting language interaction, the teacher has

exerted some control over the student's writing.

The autonomy of the

teacher that was apparent in the transcript has carried over into the

production of writing.

Control, Conflict, and Scribal Silence

Teacher autonomy can structure meaning in student writing through
the manner in which assignments are made and discussed and through

teacher responses to student writing.
is said in

In addition to influencing what

student writing, teacher dominance and control might influ-

ence what is not said.

By dominating the formation of meaning and by

emphasizing standards of correctness, the conventional approach to
teaching writing might prevent students from identifying and writing
what

is

really on their minds.

The extreme effect of limiting, shaping,

criticizing, and correcting language is silence, verbal or scribal.

It

.
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is possible that abbreviated student writing, at
times at least, is a

way of avoiding more criticism by simply writing less.

That possibil-

ity becomes more real in terms of the relationship between
the func-

tions of schooling and writing.

Students learn to write in schools,

and teacher autonomy and control necessary for schooling is inimical
to the production of meaningful writing by students.

Schooling is designed to make individuals rational and useful
members of the social order (Durkeim, 1925/1961).

Bernstein's (1975b)

theory of educational transmissions describes that process of social-

ization as one involving classification (divisions according to academic subjects and role responsibilities) and framing (principles reg-

ulating transmission and acquisition)

:

"Power and control are made

substantive in the classification and framing which then generate distinctive forms of social relationships and thus communication, and

through the latter initially, but not necessarily finally, shape mental

structures"

(p.

11).

The socializing function of schooling, however, is not always

achieved without disturbance.

Two levels of conflict are possible.

First, where Durkheim (1925/1961) found a relatively smooth and desir-

able transfer of societal constraints through schooling, contemporary

inquiry emphasizes the influence of societal subgroups on styles of
thought (Mannheim, 1936).

Society is now viewed as comprised of compet-

ing economic classes and cultural subgroups, and education is now viewed
class
as socialization by the imposition of norms held by the dominant

Karabel
or cultural group (Bernstein, 1975a; Bowles & Gintis, 1976;

Halsey, 1977)

&
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Secondly, where Durkheim (1925/1961) found the
necessity of sup-

pressing individual desires to the collective
interests of society,

psychology insists that individuals are not to be viewed
only in terms
of their membership in groups.

In Freud, for example, social conditions

are determined to be oppressive toward individual drives
and motivations
(Freud, 1930/1961), and teachers are seen as analogous to
parents in
the formation of the super-ego (Freud, 1933/1964).

At those same two levels, the subcultural and the psychological,
the autonomy and control of teachers, necessary for the socializing

function of schooling, shows a potential for conflict with the functions
of language.

Social class or individual variation in language may be

at odds with teacher control and dominance of classroom language inter-

action.

Labov (1972b) has investigated the social class origins of

language variation, and he (1975) shows how those are related to cultural conflict in the learning of literacy skills.

Similarly, the con-

trast between the autonomy of the writer and the autonomy of the teacher

illustrates how individual variation in language may lead to conflict

between the primary function of schooling, socialization, and the primary function of writing, ideation, or the formation of meaning.
The reluctance to write, and abbreviated writing resulting from

that reluctance, may be related to that conflict.

Teacher autonomy

can result in control of the formation of meaning in student writing.

Another result might be scribal silence, the avoidance of the formation
of meaning.

The following transcript of classroom language

trates that idea.

illus-

The discussion centers on the claim by one student.

—
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the second heard on the tape,

that her "mind won't work" in the way

the assignment demands, because she prefers to
"let things come as

they come."

Teacher

.

.

.

that point of view is what you should put down,

In other words, there are some people who say:

plan ahead.
ably if

I’m really not sure what

I

look,

can’t

2

want to do, and prob-

3

I

made up my mind to do it, it wouldn’t matter any way,

I

so I just take life as it comes.

SI

— Right.

cause I,

think different,

— You can’t give
SI — ’Cause that’s

T

T

— That’s

I

can't convince her to think.

anybody else plans.

.

To have no plans.

In other words, that’s a plan

10

You follow what

11

[to S2]

There’s no one way to do this particular essay.
[S2]

thinks of what.
51

thinks of the essay.
.

Whatever

I

mean?

In

is right.

It's what[S2]

It’s like that, is it like an individual own opinion?

— Sure,

thing?
52

Go ahead

[S2], you were gonna say some-

Yeah, I'm trying to figure out how am

— Then

14

16

18
19
20

You still a little confused?
I

supposed to write

on this when I'm not even thinking like that?
T

13

17

and there is not one of you that looks alike here or

thinks alike.

12

15

.

Every individual's own opinion?
T

7

9

other words, everything you say

ever

6

8

.

her decision.

her decision, right.

of her own.

4

5

See I can't knock you or say nothing about it,

I

1

what you should do is tell why you are not thinking

21
22

23
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like this.

How about that?

If you’re not thinking like this

24

then you can't write on it, but you can say what, how you
are

25

which is different than this

essa<y

is presupposing,

26

right?

27

— Yeah, but
T — But what
S2

I

see what

I

that’s not what you want, right?

28

want is what you put down, which is you.

mean?

You

can’t tell [you] what’s in [your] head

[I]

just like you can’t tell me what’s in my head.

29

30

And there’ll

31

be five different things going down here and all’s I’m going

32

to do is come around and say, correct,

33

rect, correct.

guys are crazy.

people.

S2— All

correct, correct, cor-

If you all wrote the same thing I’d say you

You know, you’re like robots, you’re not

You see what

I

mean?

34

35
36

right.

37

Following that conversation, the student produced the following
The teacher’s presentation of the assignment seems to have con-

essay.

trolled the student’s writing, by suggesting what should be included
and what should be left out:
feel that I can’t think or write on this subject.

I

decisions to make.
I

I

take every day as they come.

have done my thinking year’s ago and

with making decisions.

But

I

I

feel that

1

I

feel that

2

I

am finished

3

do have plan's and there is no way 4

they are going to be destroyed.

from compleating them.

I

have no

I

there is nothing to stop me

don’t really know what

I

am suppose

to do on this because everyone thinks different than I do.

So

I

will just leave this as it is.

8
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The first three sentences of that essay (lines
the student's argument

1

and

2)

repeat

(transcript, lines 21 and 22) that her mind is

not thinking in the way the assignment asks.
though, are introduced by But (line 4).

The next two sentences,

Those sentences seem to argue

with the teacher's characterization of the writer as a person
who has
no plans (transcript, lines

2

to 5 and lines 10 and 11).

Instead of

developing that argument, though, the student elects to leave this as
is

(line 8)

agreement

,

indicating that she prefers silence to possible dis-

.

The autonomy of the teacher, thus, contributes to abbreviated

student writing by limiting what and how much students write.

Teachers

control the formation of meaning in writing, and teachers might control

what is not meant or said in student writing.

Both forms of control

are accomplished through teacher dominance of classroom language inter-

action.

Like inexperience with the autonomy of the writer, student ex-

perience with the autonomy of the teacher can contribute to abbreviated
and idiosyncratic writing.

CHAPTER

V

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Conclusions

The purpose of this dissertation was to challenge conventional
an-

swers to this question:

"Why is so much of the writing of secondary

school students abbreviated and idiosyncratic?"

That objective was ac-

complished by contrasting a conventional perspective on problems in

writing and its teaching with an interactionist perspective.
From the interactionist perspective, abbreviated and idiosyncratic
student writing is causally related to the formation of meaning in

writing and to teacher dominance of patterns of classroom language interaction.

The cognitive dynamics involved in writing are based in

the symbolic and linguistic operations of comparison and condensation,

and the formation of meaning in writing requires interaction between

personal and social levels of word meaning.

Inexperienced writers

show a bias toward personal meaning because of a necessary dependence
on the phonetic system of speech and on the syntactic and semantic
forms of spoken language and inner speech.

That dependence is re-

sponsible for the context dependent representation of meaning in writing that shows the characteristics of abbreviation and idiosyncrasy.
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The conventional perspective on writing and its
teaching favors

social, transpersonal, and objective, meaning in writing
and in class-

room language.

That bias results from expectations for written language

that accompany advanced literacy and from the role of the
teacher as

agent of socialization in the school.
^'^^^^^ction ,

By dominating classroom language

teachers might block the formation of context independent,

explicit and autonomous, meaning by student writers.
The conventional perspective, as exemplified by Shaughnessy (1977),

shows a dichotomy between subjective and objective tendencies in writ-

Communication is identified as the primary function of writing,

ing.

and spoken and written language are determined to be counteractive.

Instruction in writing emphasizes training in conventions of logic and
language and in meeting the informational needs of readers.

Student

writers do not practice the formation of meaning as much as they practice the substitution of meaning, inspired or formed by teachers, for
By dominating the formation of meaning, teachers might

their own.

prevent students from identifying, structuring, and writing what is
really on their minds.
The interactionist perspective shows that writing can be charac-

terized as an interaction between forming meaning with written language
as the instrument and communicating meaning with written language as

the medium.

skill.

That interaction is what allows the development of writing

Initially, writers depend on the mediation of spoken language

to represent the personal meanings of predicative,

thought.

abbreviated verbal

With practice, personal meanings and communicative written

—
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words and syntax can be developed together.

The conventional written

language system is acquired at the same time that
writing is used to

structure and represent meanings.

The realization that writing commun-

icates explicit meanings emerges gradually with the
formation of in-

creasingly explicit meaning in written language.

That evolution de-

pends on matching intuitive, subjective, personal senses of words

with rational, objective, social senses.
In an essay in the Tate Bibliography (1976)

,

Shaughnessy describes

competing strategies for teaching writing to inexperienced writers as:
''Creat[ing] a distinctive tension that almost defines the profession
a constant hovering between the imperatives of format and freedom, con-

vention and individuality, the practical and the ideal.

Just where

the boundaries between these claims are to be drawn is by no means

clear" (Shaughnessy, 1976, p. 152).

This inquiry concludes that those boundaries are elusive because
they are impossible to draw.

The tension Shaughnessy attributes to

rival approaches to the teaching of writing is felt in the distinctions

between personal and social levels of word meaning and between the autonomy of the writer and the autonomy of the teacher.

The psychological

dynamics involved in the formation of meaning are subject to control
or to facilitation by the social dynamics of the classroom.

To draw

boundaries between "format and freedom, convention and individuality"
(1976, p. 152)

in composition classrooms is to separate objectivity from

subjectivity.

Such a separation, already present in the theoretical

assumptions teachers of writing often bring to their work, denies the
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psychological interaction necessary to form meaning with written language and the social interaction necessary to permit teachers to assist

student writers in the formation of meaning.

Implications

The implications for the teaching of writing that are available

from this dissertation are all related to the importance of language
in the composition classroom.

Language is the center of interaction

between student writers and the subjects of their writing.

Language

is also the center of interaction between student writers and their

teachers.

Language permeates classroom behaviors, whether or not

those behaviors are directly concerned with writing and its teaching.

Because language is a significant part of writing, of teaching and
learning, and of the total situation in which those activities take
place, teachers of writing must be aware of the importance of language

interaction as the basis of writing and its teaching.
What happens when students write and teachers respond to writing
is influenced by dominant patterns of classroom language.

If those

patterns serve the socializing function of schooling more than the
formative function of language, then writing becomes more of an instrument of socialization than of formation and communication.
ary classrooms,

In second-

teachers dominate the language interaction, and there-

communicating
fore teachers get most of the practice with forming and

meaning (Collins

&

Seidman, 1978).

Autonomy is the property of teachers
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not of students, in that linguistic environment,
the same environment

which serves as the setting for the teaching of writing.
Teacher dominance of classroom language provides familiar roles
for students and teachers which are supported and
amplified by the lan-

guage forms each is familiar with.

For students, the forms of everyday

spoken language and verbal thought make writing abbreviated and idiosyncratic.

For teachers, the forms of academic spoken language and

written language^^ provide the means to the context independent representation of meaning in writing.

Teachers do what students cannot:

make writing conform to the conventions of logic and language and to
the expectations of readers.

As a result, teachers get more practice

in the formation and communication of meaning.

The pattern of language interaction in the teaching of writing

reflects the pattern visible in teaching and schooling in general.

Breaking those patterns is difficult, because they are habitual and

because they are related to the power and control necessary for socialization (Bernstein, 1975b) and to the psychological states that make
power and control possible (Freud, 1933/1964).
Still, the results of this dissertation indicate that breaking
the pattern of teacher dominance is necessary for the teaching and

learning of writing.

The pattern of language interaction in the teach-

ing of writing should recognize the role of personal meaning in student

writing and support a gradual transformation of verbal thought and
spoken language into context independent written language.

Language

interaction in the service of writing and teaching writing must begin
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with and gradually develop the student's personal meaning.
Useful models already exist for combining oral language interaction with writing.

The composition by workshop method, as in Moffet

(1968a/b), and the writing tutorial, as in Garrison (1974), are examples.

Those models, however, do not view talk and writing as truly

interactive.

Both the tutorial and the writing workshop want talk to

happen primarily after writing; teachers and peers respond to writing
after the fact.

In other models (Dixon, 1967; Zoellner, 1969), talk

is assigned to a prewriting stage; discussion happens before the fact

of writing.

If talk and writing are interactive in the inexperienced

writer's production of writing, then talk and writing should interact
during that production.

That means talking with students

questioning, probing, cooperatively developing meaning

— helping,

—while

their

writing is in progress.
The subject of the student's writing, from his or her personal

point of view, should be the subject of that talk.

In that way, inner

speech is made external, and spoken language serves as a bridge to

written language.

Talk about the subject of writing should connect

teacher and student at the student's subjective level of meaning.
That requires a change in the basic assumptions teachers might bring
to language,

as indicated in this passage:

One must of course grant that language, in order to be transper
sonal must follow the rules of usage, and hold in relative
abeyance or subordination any personal idiosyncrasies in manipu
But does this necessarily
lating the instrument of speech.
such consensuality
that
imply as many theorists have assumed
by a vehicle
carried
connotations
can only come about where the
contradisIn
addressee?
and
are identical for both addressor
consensus
that
believe
not
tinction to such assumptions, we do
,

.

—

.

.

—
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with respect to the meanings of verbal symbols requires identity
of connotations in the different participants:
the only requirement is that the connotations evoked in both addressor and addressee occupy a comparable position within each individual's personal
network of meanings.
(Werner & Kaplan, 1963, p. 50; Werner &
Kaplan's italics)

That passage suggests that in oral communication, connections be-

tween participants are often made at a personal level of meaning.

Those

connections, made during the writing process, can be the basis of helping students identify and structure meaning while it is made explicit

in writing.

The social meaning of written language can be held in

abeyance until it is formed by student writers.

Talk between teacher

and student can facilitate that formation.

Such talk should begin with the student writer's personal meaning.
That means recognizing the basis of writing as an instrument for representing, by condensing, perception

and experience in familiar form.

Encounters with reality are made into symbols by comparing and condensing what is new in what is familiar.

Comparison and condensation are

evident in the following paragraph, taken from a tenth grade writer's
essay describing a fire in the woods behind her house:

All

I

could hear and see were the huge flames trying to reach

up over the clouds looking for something else to destroy
a child reaching up for some candy.

,

like

The sound was horrorfying,

burning
of the crackling and snapping of falling branches, and
leaves.

The roar of the fire, killing all the small animals

1

2

3

4

5

from both ears
that live in the secrecy of the woods, came in

6

of ice cold
and filled my brain, like pouring a tall glass

7

lemonade on a hot summer day.

g

Recognizing the writer’s personal meaning in that passage
depends
on talking with the writer.

Some insight into that meaning can be

gained, however, by recognizing that the paragraph is
attempting to ex-

press an experience in words.

The opening line establishes the impor-

tance of hearing and seeing, that is of sense perception, as the source
of experiential data, and the remainder of the paragraph is an effort
at characterizing those sounds and sights.

The simile identifying the

reaching quality of flames with a similar action by a child, the analogy linking the fire’s roar with the writer’s brain in the same way as
cold liquid can be linked with a tall glass, and the description of the

sound as horrorf ying
words.

,

line 4, are efforts to connect experience with

Those efforts, furthermore, obviously are comparisons, linking

reality and symbols to represent reality.

What is not obvious is the fact that the whole paragraph is a
comparison.

Reflection on the peculiarly fleeting and mutable nature

of fire, even the tiniest flame,

the writer is facing.

leads to appreciation of the problem

Fires act and consume quickly, and any attempt

to describe that action and consumption must be an inadequate or only

approximate representation of reality in symbols.

But that is not to

say that the symbols will not communicate some of the perception of

reality.

If I were to strike a match and describe here the motions

and colors and results of the flame burning, my description would be

built on familiar perceptions.
is a relatively safe assumption:

That the reader shares those perceptions

every match flame is different, and

and moyet every match flame is similar enough in size, shape, color,

tion to make communication relatively easy.

But the writer in the above

95

example is not describing a match flame.

The experience of forest life

being destroyed by fire in her own back yard is something new
and unfamiliar for her, as it is most probably for readers.

As a result, she

compares the fire to items witnessed before, to a child's grasping, to
an ice cold glass of lemonade.
Iriitially

,

reader reactions to the comparisons in that paragraph

might be to label them misleading and inappropriate.

They seem to sug-

gest innocence and pleasure where maliciousness and terror would be more
fitting.

Such a reaction, though, runs the risk of dominating the mean-

ing the writer is forming.

To advise the writer to choose "new" images,

different and more terrible ones, is to advise her to disconnect the ex-

perience of the fire from her experiential total.

She must, due to the

way the kind works to develop symbolic structures, choose "old" images.
The description of the fire must be accomplished in terms that are

available as words and meanings to her.
It could be that the writer was beginning to construct an under-

standing of the fire which combines fear and fascination.

The words

describing the fire as destructive hunter and killer and as child

reaching for candy, and the words associating the roar of the fire with
ice cold lemonade on a hot summer day (lines

7

and 8)

,

might be the re-

sult of a complex interaction of thought, feeling, and words.

In this

interpretation, the writer is, consciously or not, aiming toward a
attracdescriptive characterization of the fire as both repulsive and
than a descriptive, certainly a more potentially elaborate response

tion of the fire as merely terrible.

It seems worthwhile,

therefore.

.
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to ask. the writer to explore her seemingly
contrary comparisons further,
to work out the personal meaning contained in
the paragraph more com-

pletely.
irig

In that realization of meaning for herself, the writer's
mea*i-

will also, it is safe to predict, be made more explicit for the

reader

I'^itially

,

the condensation of experience in the paragraph might

seem to the reader to lack specificity (How big is a huge

,

flame?) or coherence (How can the sound of falling branches

be the same as that of burning leaves

,

line 5?).

line
,

1,

line 4,

It is necessary to

realize, however, that the writing shows the dominance of predication

characteristic of inner speech.

When predicative statements tend to

point away from the subject, for example, when the small animals
5

,

lines

and 6, seem to intrude on what was seen and heard, the writing is

abbreviated.

Meaning exists outside of the text, in the experience

that generated the writing and in the mind of the writer.

The writer

needs to be assisted in exploring the connections between words and

personal perception and experience further.

Again, by working out the

condensation of experience for herself, the writer is working it out
for her readers.

Instead of asking and helping the writer to explore thoughts and
feelings that are implicit in the words she has written (implicit

meaning here the assumption that there is an unexpressed pattern of
relatedness between flames and a child reaching or between the roar
of the fire and the pouring of lemonade)

teachers might be tempted to

focus instruction on the surface language of the paragraph.

In

I

response to reading, for example, the roar of
the fire, killing all the
s mall

animals (lines

5

and

killed or the fire killed?"

6)

teachers might ask, "Do you mean the roar
Such a question is unfair for two reasons.

First, it is obvious what killed what; teachers can
connect with the

personal, nonstandard syntax in that sentence.

Secondly, the problem

there is not one with language, but rather with the capacity of
lan-

guage to represent perception, thought, and feeling, which capacity
is

being underused by the student writer.
That capacity can be developed by making talking and writing in-

teractive in the composition classroom.

The crucial guideline for

teachers is that they avoid dominating the formation of meaning.

When

students practice making personal meaning social or communicative, they
learn to make explicit and autonomous meanings in writing.

That learn-

ing can be facilitated when teachers collaborate in, rather than dominate,

the formation of meaning in student writing.

A transcript of a taped conversation between a teacher and a student writer illustrates one way in which that collaboration might be

achieved.

In the following excerpts, a twelfth grade writer discusses

this first draft with her teacher:

My parents are usually nice with me.

To me they tell my

1

what to do too much.

2

Their not my parents their my aunt and uncle.

3

They have taken care of me since

I

was eight years old.

Now I'm 18 and they still tell what to do.

Anyway

I

know one thing and is they love me alot.

A

5

6
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Sometimes they hurt my feelings and so ma different
ways.

7

just feel like going back to my own mother.

I

But

I

have to stay over her because the only way

a future for myself is staying over here.
P.

Rico

I

couldn't get a job because

I

8

could make

9

If I were to go to

10

I

don't know any Spanish.

Anyway if though they are not my mother and father

I

11

like a

12

lot because they have taught me whats right and wrong.

13

The student writer initiated the following conversation by asking
the teacher what was wrong with her essay:

— You want to know what's wrong with it?
Student — Right.
I know it's between this paragraph

Teacher

and this [third paragraph].

— What
— OK.

T
S

Right?

[the first]

From the beginning.

do you mean?

You see:

"My parents are usually nice," then you go to

here, uh, "They have been taking care of," right?

So

I

should

have added that on to.
T
S

— You should have what?
— I should have added, like,

I

"They have been taking care of me,"

should have put it right on top.

Together with the first para-

graph.
T
S

—How
— Uh,

ents,"

would it read?
"My parents are usually," let me see, "nice to me.
I

My par-

should just switch, "they're my aunt and uncle, they have

been taking care of me since
eighteen."

I

was eight years old, and now

That would sound better, right?

I

am

.
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T~Yep
Then, um, and

S

I

would add a little bit more about how they hurt

my feelings.

— Where would, where does that come now?
S — Right there [line 7].
T —Where you say, "Sometimes they hurt my feelings.
S — In so many different ways.
— "In so many different ways." This is "many"?
T

T

S

— Right.

.

This was written fast.

The student changes what she has written during that conversation.
She moves part of what was written in the third paragraph to the first,

probably because taken care of me
Also she changes and
and taken

to

feelings

,

line

,

7,

,

line 4, helps to explain nice

line 7, to i^, ma, line 7, to many

,

line 4, to taking

.

,

with

,

,

line

1.

line 1,

She also mentions that hurt my

can be expanded, and that phrase is discussed later

in the transcript.

Teacher

— What

would be an example of the way they hurt your feel-

ings?

Student
times.

— Uh-h-h.

The times when they call me stupid.

They tell me

I

don't know how to do things.

— Why

S— Um.

That

s,

that

Being called stupid.

one thing that really hurts you a lot.
T

That's some-

do they call you stupid?

Something happened last time,

call me that.

I

remember, and they just

That was 'cuz what happened to my niece.

wasn't my fault.

And it

s

..

.
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And they called you stupid.

T

.

.

— Right

S

T

.

.

.

because of what happened to your niece?

— Right
T — But you
S

S— No.

don't want to write that as an example?

Some, uh, they hurt my feelings, sometimes like when this

weekend came, it’s what happened to their daughter.

They're try-

ing to take it out on me.

— Your aunt and uncle had a daughter of their own?
— Right
T — And what happened to her?
— Well, she got pregnant, and she left home and lived

T
S

S

with her

boyfriend
T
S

I

— And that shows up
— Right. "Cuz they
could put.

in the way they treat you?

really loved her a lot, and they wanted, like.

That's true,

I

could.

They really loved her a lot,

and they, um, wanted to give her everything.

But,

they couldn't.

Following that conversation, the student wrote the following re-

vision of her essay:

The parents that

I

refer to are my aunt and uncle.

and uncle have been taking care of me since

I

My aunt

1

was eight years

2

3

old.

My aunt and uncle are very nice people.

Anybody that asked

4

^

them a favor they'll do it.
My aunt and uncle hurt my feelings by calling me stupid.
day they blame me for breaking the vaccum cleanner and

I

One

didn

6

t

7
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even do it.

It was their own son

After they knew it was him.
Sometimes

sit and

I

I

who did it.

8

They didn't even say sorry to me.

9

think they are probably trying to take

out everything on me for what their daughter

by mistake got pregnant.

I

10

did.

11

guess that was really

12

hard for them because they wanted the best for their daughter.

13

So that why I think that's it.

14

Now that I'm going to colege they have been trying to help me

15

in every way they could.

Their make sure that

16

papers signed.

for my interviews.

That

I go

I

get all my

17

The revised essay develops ideas that were mentioned in the first

seven lines of the original draft.

That development, though, is not

the most significant observation to be made.

More importantly, the

writer, not the teacher, has controlled the formation of meaning.

The

teacher questions and suggests an example to illustrate hurt feelings

.

The student provides that example, first in talk, then in writing.

Other examples
ing to help

,

(

a favor

,

line

5,

the vaccum cleanner

,

line

7,

and try-

line 15) are included in the revised essay, suggesting

that the writer has learned some of the value of precise language and
its achievement through exemplification.

That interpretation is sup-

ported by the fact that the writer wrote and erased som

beginning of something

,

before breaking

,

line

,

perhaps the

7.

In that example of writing and the teaching of writing,

the auton-

omy of the writer is supported by the language interaction between student and teacher.

The student writer's personal meaning is realized.
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as the student writes the first draft and then
as teacher and student

talk and the student rewrites, in increasingly communicative
terms.

The approach to writing and its teaching in that example is
interactionist:

writing emerges as an interaction of personal and social levels of

word meanings and the teaching of writing as an interaction between
teachers and student writers.

The major implication of the interac-

tionist approach is that language is the center, both the instrument
and the subject, of learning to write.

Other implications are also suggested.

The interactionist approach

asks that teachers talk with individual writers, not with small groups
or whole classes.

For that reason, and because talk between teacher

and student must support and explore the student's own meaning, compo-

sition classes must be small enough to permit such talk.

Similarly,

scheduling should create class periods long enough to sustain that talk.

Another implication is that standard forms of written language can be
discovered by students and do not have to be directly taught by teachers.

The direct teaching of forms might even block their discovery or,

at best, divorce those forms from an active role in the formation of

meaning.

The interactionist approach, furthermore, questions the con-

ventional practices of assigning writing tasks that do not easily connect with students’ own perception and experience and of responding to

writing in ways that suppress spoken language forms that show up in
writing.

Both of those practices may actually be detrimental to learn-

ing how to structure meaning in writing.
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Another implication is that research needs to
expand the interactionist approach to writing and its teaching in
two directions, indicated by Vygotsky's (1978) delineation of interactive
lines of develop-

ment as the biological and the cultural.

The concentration of this

dissertation on personal and social levels of meaning as those
are
revealed, controlled, and facilitated in classroom language interaction, is only a narrow portion of a much larger interaction.

Charac-

terizing writing and its teaching as an interaction between psychological dynamics and social dynamics suggests possibilities for further

research ranging from the basis of language in thought and feeling to
the basis of schooling in culture.

.

Footnotes

Except where otherwise noted, the examples of student writing
contained in this dissertation were produced by students in grades 10
and 12 in a large urban high school in Western Massachusetts.

All of

the writing was produced in English classes under conditions that had
the writers receiving very little assistance from peers and teachers

during the first draft stage of the writing.

A blank line

(

)

indicates that a name originally contained in the writing has been

omitted
2

No implication of seriation is intended in this analysis; all

three levels of coding must be present at once for language to be mean-

ingful
3

.

Phonetic transcriptions of the variant spellings support the an-

alysis that this writer is spelling by sound.

The variant spellings

of there and the spelling of where as ware (line 1) all probably have
[er]

in common.

Still, it is not a total dependence on sound that

makes this writer's spelling idiosyncratic, since reliance on sound

would make her spelling more rule-governed than it is.

The [i] in

trees (line 10, 13, and 14) and lievs (line 16), for example, suggests
that the writer knows that those words do not identically render [i]
in written language as they do in spoken language.

taken as
^That Freud is discussing symbolism in dreams need not be
of what happens in the
a serious objection; we are after an explication
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formation of any symbol, not only linguistic
ones.

Vygotsky (1934/

1962), furthermore, approached word meaning through the
study of the

manner in which meaning is attached to nonsense symbols,
again»a class
of symbols outside of the purely linguistic.

Also, Freud points out

the analogy between dreams and language, especially the
philogists'

recognition of primitive identical roots in words that express contraries (see 1917/1966, p. 179 and 229, for example), a position which
seems to adumbrate Osgood's (1957) semantic differential.

^Britton and Emig, in the works cited above, make a point similar
to Sapir's by insisting that teachers of language and writing remember
to work toward development of the poetic/reflexive side as well as the

transactional/extensive; unlike Sapir, though, they appear to stick to
the conclusion that the sides can be separated.

Vygotsky takes the definition of sense from Paulhan as "the sum
of all the psychological events aroused in our consciousness by the

word" (Vygotsky, 1934/1962,

p.

146).

^Again, the analogy between comparison and coordination (as in

Shaughnessy, 1977, pp. 54-58) is apparent.
O

This is not to say that all of the "standard" forms we assign to

language are necessary for the communication of meaning;

I

am making a

distinction between the forms necessary to achieve reference and forms
that are unnecessary.
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This transcript, and the one which follows, are portions
of audio
tapes recorded during regular tenth grade composition workshop
classes.

Like the writing discussed in the transcripts, the tape was produced
under normal classroom conditions.

Brackets are used in the trans-

cripts to coordinate the tape with the students' writing and with the

teacher's written changes of that writing.

^^That interpretation is supported by the fact that the student's
second draft of the paragraph did not make the two paragraphs the teacher wanted:

Teacher's planned revision:

When you play the piano the hands and fingers have to stay in

a

curved position as if you were holding a ball.

When playing the piano always have your back straight with your
feet together flat on the floor and you will play much better.

Keep your eyes on your music at all times, not on your fingers.

Student's actual revision:

When playing the piano always have your back straight with your
feet together and flat on the floor and you will play better.

Keep your eyes on your music at all times, not on your fingers.

When you play the fingers have to stay in a curved position as
if you were holding a ball.

The student's revised paragraph suggests that the student sees back

eyes

,

,

and fingers as related, and perhaps curved and straight as well.

.
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This example is taken from:

"Language and secondary schooling:

Collins, James L. and Earl Seidman,
the struggle for meaning."

A paper

presented at the Annual Meeting of the Conference in English Education,
Minneapolis, Minnesota, March 17, 1978.

The analysis of the example

is a revision of ideas presented in that paper.

12

This transcript presents a portion of an audio tape recorded

during a tenth grade English class in an alternative school.

That

school is located in the same city as the high school from which the
other samples of language and writing were obtained.

13

This transcript is a later section of the taped classroom lan-

guage presented earlier in this chapter.

^"^These might be causally related;

it has been argued (Smith,

1977; Olson, 1977) that formal academic speech is a consequence of

literacy
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